Abilene Christian University

Digital Commons @ ACU
Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Electronic Theses and Dissertations

5-2022

The Mystagogical Catechesis of Narsai of Nisibis: Mēmrē
M mr 39 and
38 in their Syriac Context
Jordan Ryan Turney
Abilene Christian University, jrt17e@acu.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/etd
Part of the Christianity Commons, History of Christianity Commons, and the Liturgy and Worship
Commons

Recommended Citation
Turney, Jordan Ryan, "The Mystagogical Catechesis of Narsai of Nisibis: Mēmrē 39 and 38 in their Syriac
Context" (2022). Digital Commons @ ACU, Electronic Theses and Dissertations. Paper 454.

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Electronic Theses and Dissertations at Digital
Commons @ ACU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Electronic Theses and Dissertations by an authorized
administrator of Digital Commons @ ACU.

ABSTRACT
This thesis is a study of Narsai of Nisibis’s mēmrē on the sacraments of the
baptismal liturgy that situates these mēmrē in their Syriac theological context and
presents them as an important witness to Late Antique Christian mystagogy. Narsai is a
significant figure in the Syriac Christian tradition, yet he has received comparatively little
scholarly attention, especially in the West. However, an increase in editions and studies
of Narsai’s work over the last century has led to a further awareness of his influence on
Syriac Christianity. Several scholars have pointed out that these mēmrē bear a
resemblance to other Late Antique Christian mystagogical texts, which presents the
question as to what contributions his mēmrē make to our understanding of Late Antique
Christian mystagogy.
Chapter 1 presents an introduction to Christian mystagogy in Late Antiquity and
an introduction to Narsai and his mystagogical mēmrē. Chapter 2 constructs an approach
to Syriac symbolic theology by analyzing various images employed for the sacraments in
the writings of two prominent Late Antique Syriac authors, Ephrem the Syrian and Jacob
of Serugh. Chapters 3 and 4 employ the framework of chapter 2 to analyze the imagery
Narsai employs to explain the function and significance of the sacraments and the
persons involved in the sacraments, respectively. Chapter 5 brings the analysis of
Narsai’s mēmrē into a cohesive whole to present his contributions to the task of Late
Antique Christian mystagogy and suggests further avenues of research.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION TO LATE ANTIQUE MYSTAGOGY AND NARSAI OF NISIBIS
The study of Christian initiation in Late Antiquity has rightly been described as a
“study in diversity.”1 In other words, to study Christian initiation in Late Antiquity is to
encounter several liturgical traditions, each with its own unique structures and theologies.
Despite this, studies for the last several decades have attempted to find within the primary
sources of Christian initiation a uniform baptismal liturgy. One example of this is Edward
Yarnold’s The Awe-Inspiring Rites of Initiation.2 This study provides lengthy excerpts
from the mystagogical writings of four church fathers—Ambrose of Milan, John
Chrysostom, Cyril of Jerusalem, and Theodore of Mopsuestia—as well as some
introductory material to these writings in light of the reforms of the process of initiation
for the Roman Catholic Church known as the Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults
(RCIA). While being a helpful resource on the primary sources of early Christian
initiation, the nature of the study suggests that the practices of initiation and the theology
behind them were uniform across all the sources.3 Any study of Christian initiation that

1. Paul F. Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Christian Worship: Sources and Methods for
the Study of Early Liturgy, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 144; see also Maxwell E.
Johnson, “Christian Initiation,” in The Oxford Handbook of Early Christian Studies, ed. Susan Ashbrook
Harvey and David G. Hunter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 693.
2. Edward Yarnold, The Awe-Inspiring Rites of Initiation: The Origins of the RCIA (Collegeville,
MN: Liturgical Press, 1994).
3. Yarnold says: “Despite the different languages in which they are written and the local variations
of rite, the initiation ceremonies described in them conform in essentials to a common pattern” (Yarnold,
The Awe-Inspiring Rites of Initiation, 1). While there may be some truth to this statement, the author’s
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does not account for the diversity of the liturgical traditions in early Christian history will
miss the unique perspective each source has to offer for the sake of fabricating a uniform
picture of Christian initiation. Bryan Spinks’s study on the baptismal rites of the early
church is a helpful corrective in this regard. He shows that, while most baptismal liturgies
follow a basic pattern, there is also a considerable amount of diversity within the liturgies
that shows forth their distinctive theological emphases.4 With scholars such as Spinks
taking more care to assess the distinctive witness of various baptismal liturgies in
Christian history, there comes the need for greater attention to be given to sources that
have previously been neglected. One such important source comes from Narsai of
Nisibis.
Narsai was a fifth-century Syriac Christian who wrote a vast number of biblical,
theological, and liturgical texts. He is a mysterious, yet foundational thinker for what
comes later to be known as the Church of the East. He lived in a turbulent time in the life
of the church, during the heat of christological controversies that were associated with the
councils of Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon (451), which resulted in divisions among large
sectors of the church. The result of this has left figures such as Narsai out of the purview
of many Western scholars for potentially a couple of reasons. First, given that Narsai is a
forerunner to the Church of the East, which has been described by many Western

intent to extract from these sources a single pattern of initiation distracts him from seeing the unique
aspects of their initiatory rites and the theology behind them.
4. At the conclusion of his chapter on fourth- and fifth-century baptismal rites and commentaries,
Spinks concludes: “In the baptismal homilies and catecheses of the fourth and fifth centuries the writers
inherited a ritual pattern of baptism, and their theologies develop from the ritual pattern. There appears to
have been considerable diversity within a basic pattern, particularly regarding the placing and meaning of
anointing.” Bryan D. Spinks, Early and Medieval Rituals and Theologies of Baptism: from the New
Testament to the Council of Trent, Liturgy, Worship and Society (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2006), 67.
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scholars as “Nestorian,” it seems to be the case that Narsai by association has received
this unfair label and therefore been considered out of the bounds of orthodoxy. Second,
the lack of accessible translations of Narsai’s works until recently has also contributed to
this lack of scholarship on this figure. Despite this, interest in Narsai has increased in
recent years and important scholarship has made his life and thought more accessible.5 As
critical editions and accessible translations of his surviving works become available,
opportunities to further scholarship on this important figure for the Church of the East
have been growing. The present study attempts to make a modest contribution to
scholarship on Narsai.
Narsai composed two mēmrē, or verse homilies, on the sacraments, which
commonly go by the titles Mēmrā 39 ‘On Baptism’ and Mēmrā 38 ‘On the Mysteries of
the Church and Baptism’.6 These two mēmrē are concerned with instructing the newly
baptized as to the significance of the sacramental rites of the baptismal and eucharistic
liturgies. These homilies are important witnesses in Syriac to the practice of mystagogy
in Late Antiquity and deserve careful attention as such. The publication of an English

5. The most recent and important contribution has been a collection of essays on Narsai. Aaron
Michael Butts, “Narsai’s Life and Work,” in Narsai: Rethinking His Work and His World, ed. Aaron M.
Butts, Kristian S. Heal, and Robert A. Kitchen (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 1–8.
6. The primary translation consulted for this thesis has yet to be published and is the current
project of Jeff W. Childers of Abilene Christian University. When completed, this translation will be the
most up to date in English for over a century, since R. H. Connolly’s in 1905. Narsai of Nisibis, Mēmrā 38
‘On the Mysteries of the Church and Baptism’, trans. Jeff W. Childers (Washington, DC: Catholic
University of America Press, Forthcoming); Narsai of Nisibis, Mēmrā 39 ‘On Baptism’, trans. Jeff W.
Childers (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, Forthcoming). Since this is an
unpublished work, the citation format I will employ is the mēmrā number, followed by the section number
and line numbers provided in the working translation. For example: Narsai, “Mēmrā 39" XX.xxx. The
ordering of these mēmrē in reverse order by their numbers is intentional. In short, the numbering of these
mēmrē is based upon an understanding of the baptismal liturgy reflected in them that there is an attestation
to a post baptismal anointing in Mēmrā 39, which would mean it would come after Mēmrā 38, which
discusses the rite of baptism. However, this has been shown to be incorrect in recent scholarship. This issue
will be explored on pp. 29–30 below.
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translation of these homilies at the turn of the twentieth century meant that more
scholarship could be done than was previously possible. However, most of what has been
done tends to reduce Narsai to a mere imitator of Theodore of Mopsuestia, therefore
leading to presumptions as to the value of his works on their own terms. However, Narsai
is just as important a witness to the Syriac theological tradition as he is to the Antiochene
tradition of Theodore.
To that end, the aim of this thesis is to provide an analysis of Narsai’s mēmrē on
the sacraments that properly situates his thought within the context of the symbolic
reflection characteristic of his Syriac heritage. In particular, I will identify images and
metaphors that Narsai employs in his reflection on the sacraments and persons involved
in order to communicate their purpose and significance to his audience. As I will show,
while these images share continuity with his Syriac tradition (as well as the larger
Christian tradition), Narsai is able to develop them in unique ways that demonstrate his
own creative reflection on the baptismal liturgy.
To accomplish this goal, this thesis will be structured in the following way. After
giving an overview of mystagogy in Late Antiquity as well as an introduction to Narsai
and his mēmrē on the sacraments in chapter 1, chapter 2 will examine the employment of
symbolism in ancient Syriac Christian theological reflection. In particular, the
employment of symbolism in the theological reflection of Ephrem the Syrian (d. 373) and
Jacob of Serugh (ca. 451–521) will be considered as starting points for understanding the
ways in which Narsai similarly does theology through symbolism. Chapters 3 and 4 make
up the bulk of the analysis of Narsai’s mēmrē. Chapter 3 will unpack Narsai’s symbolic
reflection on the sacraments of the baptismal liturgy, namely, the baptismal anointing,
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baptism proper, and the eucharist. Chapter 4 examines the role of the various persons
involved and likewise unpacks Narsai’s symbolic reflection on these persons. In
examining these roles, I will show that Narsai not only makes connections with the
imagery he employs on the sacraments but he also contributes additional, unique
reflections on the significance of the various participants of the liturgy. Chapter 5 will
conclude the study with a brief reflection on the significance of Narsai’s mēmrē for late
antique mystagogy. To accomplish this, I will bring together my findings from this study
into a cohesive whole, identifying ways in which Narsai’s mystagogical reflections relate
to those of other mystagogues while also highlighting Narsai’s unique contributions. I
will conclude this chapter by considering additional areas of inquiry that arise from this
thesis.
Approaching Mystagogy in Late Antique Christianity
To set up this thesis, this first chapter will unpack some of the contours of
mystagogy in late antique Christianity and introduce an important witness to mystagogy,
Narsai of Nisibis. To that end, this chapter will begin by briefly addressing the history of
the catechumenate, those persons who would be the recipients of the instruction of
mystagogy. Next, I will determine what mystagogy is, by understanding its overall
content and purpose. After that, an overview of the mystagogy of several Christian
authors from Late Antiquity will be given to concretize my definition of mystagogy.
Finally, Narsai and his mystagogical writings will be introduced as the primary focus of
this thesis moving forward.

5

The Catechumenate in Late Antique Christianity
It is important to recognize the context that Christian mystagogy presumes,
namely, instruction provided for those being initiated into the church. These individuals
would be called catechumens.7 The noun catechumen shares a common root with the
Greek verb κατηχέω, which can mean “to communicate” or “to instruct”8 in the case of
basic Christian instruction. Portions of the New Testament material are thought to
indirectly refer to what is considered the earliest catechetical material (1 Thess 4:1–5:11;
Col 3:5–15; 1 Pet). The earliest sources outside the New Testament indicate a period of
moral instruction prior to baptism, such as we find in the Didache 1–6 as well as Justin
Martyr, who presupposes a period of moral and doctrinal instruction prior to baptism (1
Apology 61).9
The first evidence for a distinct catechumenate comes from the Apostolic
Tradition 16–20, traditionally attributed to Hippolytus of Rome in the third century,
though this authorship and the precise dating of the materials in this work have been
disputed.10 The catechumenate is divided by scholars into roughly four stages that each
catechumen goes through: 1) an initial examination prior to entry into the catechumenate;
2) the catechumenate phase, consisting of instruction and discipleship; 3) a period of final
7. For more information on the ancient catechumenate, see Everett Ferguson, “Catechesis,
Catechumenate,” Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 223–234; O. Pasquato, “Catechumenate,” in The
Encyclopedia of Ancient Christianity, 1:457–470.
8. See the entry for κατηχέω in BDAG, 534
9. Ferguson, “Catechesis, Catechumenate,” 223.
10. Ferguson, “Catechesis, Catechumenate,” 224; Pasquato, “Catechumenate,” 1:460–61. For the
issues of dating and authorship of the Apostolic Tradition, see Paul F. Bradshaw, Maxwell E. Johnson, and
L. Edward Phillips, The Apostolic Tradition: A Commentary, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002), 1–
17; Hippolytus, On the Apostolic Tradition, trans. Alistair Stewart-Sykes, Popular Patristics Series
(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), 11–36.
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instruction (sometimes referred to in eastern sources as illumination) where final
preparations for baptism—such as fasting, vigils, learning the creed—would be
undertaken; 4) and the baptismal liturgy where catechumens would undergo baptism and
receive the eucharist.11 The final stage would then be followed by a period of instruction
of the sacraments, namely, mystagogical catechesis. Specifically, this instruction would
expound the significance of the sacraments and liturgy the candidates participated in. It
would do so not only by highlighting the sacraments and clergy but also the role of the
catechumens, unpacking the significance of their participation. It is this final stage of the
catechumenate, mystagogy, that is of most relevance to the discussion in this chapter, to
which I will now turn.
What is Mystagogy?
A common practice that arose in Christianity by the time of Late Antiquity was to
exclude the uninitiated from the Christian baptismal and eucharistic liturgies. Therefore,
catechumens who underwent initiation into the Christian church, were baptized, and were
welcomed into the eucharistic assembly had to receive instruction on the Christian
sacraments and their significance for their life of discipleship in Christ. This type of
instruction was known as mystagogy.12
Several scholars of Christian initiation and liturgy in early Christianity have
helpfully characterized the key dimensions of mystagogy in late antique Christian
sources. Juliette Day states that mystagogy “is a systematic explanation of the ritual

11. Ferguson, “Catechesis, Catechumenate,” 224; Pasquato, “Catechumenate,” 1:461.
12. Juliette J. Day, “Catechesis,” in Brill Encyclopedia of Early Chrsitianity Online, ed. David G.
Hunter, Paul J. J. van Geest, Bert Jan Lietaert Peerbolte (2018).
https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/browse/brill-encyclopedia-of-early-christianity-online.
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sequence of the sacramental rites drawing out their theological, spiritual, and moral
significance.”13 Furthermore, mystagogy considers the role of the catechumens in the
liturgy and the spiritual implications therein, demonstrating how their participation in the
ritual actions of the liturgy “causes and signifies their salvation.”14 In a similar vein,
Craig A. Satterlee, in his work on the mystagogy of Ambrose of Milan, states that
mystagogy is a type of preaching that is “a sustained reflection on the Church’s rites of
initiation . . . , takes place within a liturgical setting, is addressed to the newly baptized . .
. and has as its goal the formation of Christians.”15 Baby Varghese’s definition is similar
yet more succinct; mystagogy according to Varghese is an initiation into the mysteries (or
sacraments) of the church in a twofold way: it is the “celebration of the mystery and its
interpretation.”16 While not providing an explicit definition of mystagogy, Daniel
Schwartz’s study of Theodore of Mopsuestia’s catechetical works demonstrates that
Theodore “repeatedly emphasized the way in which each physical component of the
liturgy was pregnant with theological meaning and how its performance brought one into
contact with a heavenly reality.”17 Enrico Mazza, in his study on the mystagogical
writings of four church fathers, takes a different stance on defining mystagogy.
Specifically, he does not think mystagogy is merely a form of catechesis or spiritual

13. Day, “Catechesis.”
14. Day, “Catechesis.”
15. Craig Alan Satterlee, Ambrose of Milan’s Method of Mystagogical Preaching (Collegeville:
Liturgical Press, 2002), 2.
16. Baby Varghese, West Syrian Liturgical Theology, Liturgy, Worship and Society (Aldershot,
UK: Ashgate, 2004), 17.
17. Daniel Louis Schwartz, Paideia and Cult: Christian Initiation in Theodore of Mopsuestia
(Washington, DC: Center for Hellenic Studies, 2013), 118.
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theology but is rather a proper liturgical theology. Mazza suggests that the nature of the
reflection on the sacraments in mystagogical writings blurs the distinction between what
he calls a “mystagogy” of the sacraments and a “theology” of the sacraments within the
context of the liturgical celebration. In short, mystagogy in the patristic era is a theology
of the sacraments, albeit in a liturgical context.18
There are several important dimensions of mystagogy that can be gleaned from
these definitions. First, mystagogy is a type of teaching or preaching on the sacramental
rites of the liturgical life of the church, usually presented to catechumens who have
recently been baptized. Second, mystagogy is a reflection on these sacraments of the
liturgy that draws out their theological, spiritual, and moral significance to describe how
these sacramental rites cause and signify their salvation by bringing them into contact
with the heavenly reality that is God. Third, this type of reflection and instruction is all
done with the goal of the formation of Christians. In other words, mystagogy cannot be
reduced to instruction that provides only information; rather, it is contextualized
instruction that is meant to transform individuals into disciples of Christ. Assessing the
mystagogical writings of early Christianity will help in further solidifying the aims of
mystagogy.

18. Enrico Mazza, Mystagogy: A Theology of Liturgy in the Patristic Age (New York: Pueblo,
1989), 3–6. His definition of mystagogy has not been met without critique. William Harmless, in his study
on Augustine’s catechumenate, states that Mazza “sidesteps treating these documents for what they are—
catecheses—and focuses instead on the sacramental theology and terminology” of the writings of these
church fathers. See William Harmless, Augustine and the Catechumenate (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical
Press, 1995), 70n123. While I basically agree with Harmless’s assessment of Mazza, it seems that he
overlooks Mazza’s particular goals in his study and the means of getting to that goal. When Mazza says
that mystagogy does not belong “solely to the sphere of catechesis,” I take that to mean that these texts
cannot be merely reduced to catechesis but that they can also be said to be a theology of the liturgy.
Perhaps Harmless fails to fully appreciate that Mazza’s work takes a different approach to the mystagogical
writings when compared to other studies.
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Mystagogy in Late Antique Christianity
Late antique Christianity was a profound time for mystagogy. In this era,
particularly the fourth and fifth centuries, we have several mystagogical catecheses from
various Christian authors all intended for the instruction of those being initiated as
Christians. The figures that especially stand out in this regard are Ambrose of Milan and
Augustine of Hippo in the West and Cyril of Jerusalem, Theodore of Mopsuestia, and
John Chrysostom in the East. Narsai of Nisibis, while also an Eastern mystagogical
writer, will be considered in a later chapter as the primary focus of this thesis.
A broad overview of the mystagogical catecheses of Ambrose, Augustine, Cyril,
Theodore, and Chrysostom will be provided in this section to demonstrate how these
authors’ writings fit with our above exploration and definition of mystagogy. These
authors instructed newly baptized Christians (or those about to be baptized)19 on the
meaning of the sacraments and their implications for the Christian life. When we bring
Narsai into the discussion, it will be clear that these mystagogies closely resemble
Narsai’s mystagogy, especially as it relates to their purpose: the formation of newly
baptized Christians by instruction on the significance of the sacraments of the baptismal
liturgy.
One of the fundamental convictions of Christian bishops and priests who gave
mystagogical homilies was that newly baptized Christians needed much more than
information in their initiation into the Christian church. Information, such as the
presentation of the creed and foundational doctrines of the catholic Christian faith, was

19. For example, Theodore of Mopsuestia, John Chrysostom, and, probably, Augustine of Hippo
all seem to be instructing an audience that is about to be baptized.
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certainly important and emphasized in the process of initiation, but these new Christians
also needed to be formed into disciples who would follow and worship the triune God in
ways that the church had laid out in its liturgical practices in the celebration of the
church’s sacraments. This was more needed in a time when Christianity was gaining
public acceptance, thus resulting in more people taking on the Christian faith with
minimal commitment and little to no understanding of its implications.20 To that end,
mystagogy was a way of orienting these new disciples toward Christian worship, towards
its sacraments, and the transformation they provided for the participants who were
devoted to the Christian life of discipleship to Jesus Christ. Even though the faith that
each of these Christian mystagogues professed and handed on to new Christians was
essentially the same, we will see that the methods and strategies used to carry out their
mystagogies were different, perhaps owing to each author’s particular context in which
he catechized new Christians. This brings us to our first mystagogue, Ambrose of Milan.
Mystagogical Catecheses in the West
Ambrose of Milan (339–97), one of the four great teachers, or doctors, of the
Western church, came from a distinguished Christian background.21 Educated in and a
practitioner of law, Ambrose found himself the untimely choice for an episcopal see after

20. Day, “Catechesis.” Cyril’s Procatechesis gives a glimpse of this idea of individuals
approaching initiation into the Christian church for various reasons, perhaps not even knowing what they
are getting themselves into. He addresses those who come in with various sins to purge themselves during
the forty days of repentance. He also acknowledges that some might have come to impress another
interested party or that slaves might have come in to please their masters. Whatever the circumstance, Cyril
sees it as an opportunity to transform them into disciples. See Procatechesis 4–5 in Edward Yarnold, Cyril
of Jerusalem, Early Church Fathers (New York: Routledge, 2000), 80–81.
21. For more biographical information on Ambrose, see Boniface Ramsey, Ambrose, Early
Church Fathers (New York: Routledge, 1997), 1–54; Satterlee, Ambrose of Milan’s Method, 31–85; Louis
J. Swift, “Ambrose,” Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 41–43.
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intervening in a conflict as to who would succeed the deceased bishop Auxentius. To
prepare for his bishopric, Ambrose threw himself into the study of theology and scripture.
He quickly gained a reputation as a “pastor of souls, a firm defender of the orthodoxy of
Nicaea, and an effective preacher.”22 Ambrose wrote a large number of sermons, hymns
and exegetical, theological, and moral works, all of which testify to his rhetorical
acumen.23 Ambrose’s skill as a preacher is especially evident in his mystagogical
writings The Sacraments and The Mysteries.24 The Sacraments is a stenographic record of
Ambrose’s mystagogical catechesis given on Easter week, while The Mysteries is an
edited version of The Sacraments. While genuine Ambrosian authorship has been
questioned, it is basically accepted that Ambrose is the author of both treatises.25
Ambrose’s approach to mystagogy was to wait until catechumens had been
initiated before presenting his instruction on the sacraments.26 He gave two reasons for
this approach. First, to teach the sacraments prior to initiation would be to “betray” rather
than “portray” them. Second, the sacraments themselves are inherent pedagogues in that
they have an “inner light” that is better infused into those not suspecting them than if

22. Swift, “Ambrose,” 42.
23. Swift, “Ambrose,” 42. For a synopsis of his works see Ramsey, Ambrose, 55–68.
24. Ambrose of Milan, Theological and Dogmatic Works, trans. Roy J. Deferrari, The Fathers of
the Church (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1963). All citations of Ambrose’s The
Sacraments and The Mysteries will be from this volume.
25. Satterlee in his study on Ambrose’s mystagogy states that both these works are now “generally
recognized as genuine works of Saint Ambrose,” though this has not always been the case. For his analysis
of the issue of authorship, see Satterlee, Ambrose of Milan’s Method, 12–14, 20–29. I defer to Satterlee’s
conclusion regarding the scholarship on these treatises that demonstrate genuine Ambrosian authorship and
will refer to the author of each as Ambrose.
26. “Now time warns us to speak of the mysteries and to set forth the very purpose of the
sacraments.” Ambrose, “The Mysteries,” 1.2 (5).
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“some sermon” came before them.27 In other words, participating in the sacraments with
no prior explanation—without any presuppositions regarding the sacraments—is a more
effective way of preparing the newly baptized to understand the presentation of a
theology of the sacraments.
An important conviction that lies behind this approach of Ambrose’s mystagogy
is that the sacraments effectively communicate what they mean through their symbolism.
Understood in this way, Ambrose does not necessarily begin his instruction on the
sacraments with a theological concept for his audience to understand, but he rather begins
with the rites themselves and asks about what they did and why they did it a particular
way.28 So Ambrose can point to their moment of baptism and ask the question, “But why
do you say that you dip in water?” to refer to their immersion in the font and then proceed
with an explanation for why the rite was performed in this way: “Similarly, too, you have
read about water; ‘Let the waters bring forth creatures having life,’ and creatures having
life were born. They indeed were in the beginning of creation, but for you it was reserved
for waters to regenerate you unto grace, just as water generated other creatures unto
life.”29 In this example, Ambrose grounds the practice of baptism by dipping candidates
in water within the story of creation as portrayed in the Christian Scriptures. Just as those
primordial waters brought forth life, so too do the waters of baptism bring forth new life
to those who are spiritually born from them.

27. Ambrose, “The Mysteries,” 1.2 (5).
28. Satterlee, Ambrose of Milan’s Method, 197.
29. Ambrose, “The Sacraments,” 3.1.3 (290).
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Augustine of Hippo (354–430) is one of the best Christian thinkers in Christian
history.30 One of the many unique aspects of Augustine is that in his Confessions he
provides more information about his life than does any other Christian thinker in
antiquity.31 After delving into philosophy and Manichaeism, Augustine eventually finds
himself at home in the orthodox Christian faith. He is well known for his impressive
library of writings, such as sermons, commentaries, theological works, and even his
Retractations, which is his attempt to review and edit all his life works.32
Augustine does not have a systematized set of mystagogical writings like the
other authors in this section. However, he delivered some sermons on the eucharist to the
newly baptized—Sermons 227, 229, 229A, and 272.33 Unfortunately, none of his
baptismal catecheses have been preserved, though they are referred to in Sermons 228
and 229A.34 Augustine’s approach to his baptismal catechesis is unique because he
instructs the catechumens on baptism prior to their initiation but reserves his instruction
on the eucharist until after their initiation. In Sermon 229A, which is principally
concerned with instructing the newly baptized about the eucharist, Augustine refers to the

30. For biographical information on Augustine, see Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A
Biography (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000); Henry Chadwick, Augustine of Hippo: A Life
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); Margaret R. Miles, “Augustine,” Encyclopedia of Early
Christianity, 148–154.
31. Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2008).
32. Miles, “Augustine,” 152.
33. For a table of these sermons and their general topics, see Harmless, Augustine and the
Catechumenate, 316.
34. Harmless, Augustine and the Catechumenate, 340.
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Saturday before their baptism when he instructed them about the sacrament of the font.35
Harmless indicates that this approach shares the approach of Theodore of Mopsuestia and
John Chrysostom, whose mystagogies will be discussed below.36
One important feature of Augustine’s mystagogy is how he employs Paul’s dual
notion of “the body of Christ” as the church and the eucharist.37 This would lead
Augustine to assert that the eucharist laid upon the altar is at once the sacrament of
Christ’s body and blood and also the church that celebrates it: “So if it’s you that are the
body of Christ and its members, it’s the mystery meaning you that has been placed on the
Lord’s table; what you receive is the mystery that means you.”38 Part of the impetus in
stressing that the eucharist is both the body of Christ and the church—itself the body of
Christ—is to communicate the transformative function of the eucharist insofar as it
makes the church into the body of Christ and unites the church to Christ.39 This assertion
also has within it an exhortation to the church be united in the sacrament. He explores
this idea by correlating Christian unity with the production of bread and wine:
After all, just as many grains are mixed into one loaf in order to produce the
visible appearance of bread, as though what holy scripture says about the faithful
were happening: They had one soul and one heart in God (Acts 4:32); so too with
35. “Sermon229A,” 1 in Augustine of Hippo, Sermons, ed. John E. Rotelle, trans. O. P. Edmund
Hill, Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century: pt. 3/6 (Brooklyn, NY: New City
Press, 1993), 269. Subsequent citations of Augustine’s Sermon 229A will be from this translation by O. P.
Edmund Hill.
36. Harmless, Augustine and the Catechumenate, 306.
37. Harmless, Augustine and the Catechumenate, 319.
38. “Sermon 272” in Augustine of Hippo, Sermons, ed. John E. Rotelle, trans. O.P. Edmund Hill,
Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century: pt. 3/7, (New City Press, 1993), 300.
Subsequent citations of Augustine’s Sermon 272 will be from this translation by O. P. Edmund Hill.
39. David Vincent Meconi, “No Longer Christian but Christ: Saint Augustine on Becoming
Divine,” in Called to Be the Children of God: The Catholic Theology of Human Deification, ed. David
Vincent Meconi and Carl E. Olson (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2016), 97.
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the wine. Brothers and sisters, just remind yourselves what wine is made from;
many grapes hang in the bunch, but the juice of the grapes is poured together in
one vessel. That too is how the Lord Christ signified us, how he wished us to
belong to him, how he consecrated the sacrament of our peace and unity on his
table.40
The pedagogical thrust behind this illustration of bread and wine production finds its
significance when grounded in the dual notion of the body of Christ. For Augustine, the
many grains and grapes that came together to make one loaf and one cup of wine signify
what Christ has done with his church: uniting many people into one body, the body of
Christ. Augustine’s instruction on this sacrament of peace and unity would have been
well understood by his audience as terms that defined the church in his day, which
distinguished the “Catholics” from the “Donatists” who constantly threatened the unity of
the church.41
Mystagogical Catecheses in the East
For our eastern Christian authors, we begin with Cyril of Jerusalem. Not much is
known about Cyril’s life,42 though it is generally accepted that he was born around 315,
probably in the city of Jerusalem where he grew up. During his lifetime he held many
clerical responsibilities, the most important years beginning around 350 when he was
ordained as bishop of Jerusalem. As bishop, Cyril delivered catechetical lectures which
we have in a series of writings attributed to him, the Procatechesis, the Catechesis, and
the Mystagogic Catechesis.43 Cyril’s approach to mystagogy was to wait until after the

40. Augustine, “Sermon 272,” (301).
41. Harmless, Augustine and the Catechumenate, 321–22.
42. For more biographical information on Cyril, see Jan Willem Drijvers, Cyril of Jerusalem:
Bishop and City, VC 72 (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 31–63; Yarnold, Cyril of Jerusalem, 3–8.
43. The authorship of the Mystagogic Catechesis is a contested topic in scholarship with no fully
satisfactory answers. Some attribute these to Cyril, while others think they derive from his successor, John.
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catechumens went through the rites of baptism and the eucharist before he presented his
teaching to these newly initiated Christians. His reason for delaying his teaching on the
sacraments is described in the opening of his first mystagogical homily:
But since I saw clearly that seeing is much more convincing than hearing, I
waited until the present moment, until this night had made you more receptive to
what I was going to say, so that I could lead you into the brighter and more
fragrant meadow here in Paradise. Besides, you are now able to understand the
more divine mysteries concerning baptism, the divine source of life.44
Cyril thought that allowing catechumens to experience baptism and the eucharist with no
prior knowledge of the rites would be the best way for them to both understand the
sacraments and to fully appreciate their efficacy for the Christian life. Some scholars
suggest that this method of approaching initiation and mystagogy owes much to a
phenomenon known as the disciplina arcani (discipline of secrecy) in which the Christian
church intentionally kept its rites and sacraments secret from the uninitiated.45

For a helpful summary of recent scholarship on the issue of authorship of the Mystagogic Catechesis, see
Maxwell E. Johnson, “Christian Initiation in Fourth-Century Jerusalem and Recent Developments in the
Study of the Sources,” Ecclesia Orans 26 (2009): 143-61. Two important works on this issue are from
Alexis Doval and Juliette Day. The main thrust of Doval’s study is comparing the mystagogy to other
catechetical works attributed to Cyril for literary and theological similarities, while Day’s study attempts to
determine if the mystagogy accurately reflects the time of Cyril or if it belongs to a later time. Juliette Day,
The Baptismal Liturgy of Jerusalem: Fourth-and Fifth-Century Evidence from Palestine, Syria and Egypt,
Liturgy, Worship and Society (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2007); Alexis James Doval, Cyril of Jerusalem,
Mystagogue: the Authorship of the Mystagogic Catecheses, Patristic Monograph Series 17 (Washington,
DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2001). For consistency’s sake, I will refer to the author of the
Mystagogic Catechesis as Cyril, even though I am uncertain, as is the rest of contemporary scholarship, as
to who is the definitive author of these works.
44. Cyril, “Mystagogic Catechesis,” 1.1 (169). All subsequent citations of Cyril’s Mystagogic
Catechesis will be from Cyril of Jerusalem, Edward Yarnold, trans., SC 126 bis (Paris: cerf, 1988).
45. Edward Yarnold, “Baptism and the Pagan Mysteries in the Fourth Century,” Heythrop Journal
13 (1972): 258–67; Yarnold, Cyril of Jerusalem, 49–55. Yarnold assumes that Christians were generally
successful in keeping their rites and sacraments secret from those outside of the Christian church. Others
have been suspicious of such a sweeping view of success. In particular, other scholars point out sources
predating the fourth-century mystagogues that show both pagans and Christians such as Pliny and Justin
Martyr disclosing information about Christian worship and its rites and sacraments. For more on the issues
of disciplina arcani, see Juliette Day, “Adherence to the Disciplina Arcani in the Fourth Century,” in
Studia Patristica 35 (Leuven: Peeters, 2001), 266–70. Schwartz, Paideia and Cult, 53–8.
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Theodore of Mopsuestia was born in Antioch around 350.46 He was educated
alongside his better-known contemporary John Chrysostom by the rhetor Libanius. He
pursued an ascetic life devoted to biblical and theological study under Diodore of Tarsus
before becoming a priest in Antioch in 383. He served as a priest until his ordination as
bishop of Mopsuestia in 392 and served there until his death in 428. During his clerical
career he delivered the catechetical homilies47 to those who were preparing for baptism,
likely in the early 390s while he was still in Antioch.48 Theodore, in contrast to Cyril,
took the approach of instructing the catechumens regarding the sacraments prior to their
initiation.49 His reason for this is not as detailed as Cyril’s. He simply states that the
sacraments should be explained to those about to partake in them “in order than when
[they] have learnt what is the reason for all of them [they] may receive the things that
take place with great love.”50 Interestingly enough, while both Cyril and Theodore take
different approaches as to when they deliver their mystagogy, they seem to share a
common reasoning. We can safely deduce from both authors that their approach to
mystagogy was grounded in a conviction that their approach would be the best way to

46. For more detailed biographical information on Theodore of Mopsuestia, see Rowan A. Greer,
“Theodore of Mopsuestia,” Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 1116–17; Schwartz, Paideia and Cult, 27–
46.
47. Theodore of Mopsuestia, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Lord’s Prayer and
on Sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist, trans. Alphonse Mingana, Woodbrooke Studies 6
(Cambridge: W. Heffer & Sons, 1933); Theodore of Mopsuestia, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia
on the Nicene Creed, trans. Alphonse Mingana, Woodbrooke Studies 5 (Cambridge: W. Heffer & Sons,
1932).
48. Schwartz, Paideia and Cult, 28.
49. For a helpful study on Theodore’s catechetical program and the various techniques and
approaches employed in the formation of Christian disciples, see Schwartz, Paideia and Cult.
50. Theodore, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Lord’s Prayer, 17.
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cultivate in the catechumens a deep appreciation for and understanding of what the
sacraments mean for the Christian life.
John Chrysostom is considered one of the greatest preachers in the early church,
hence the epithet Chrysostom (Gk. Χρυσόστομος, “golden-mouthed”).51 He was born in
Antioch in 349 to a well-off family and was well educated. Like Theodore, he received
training in rhetoric from Libanius. In 368 he was baptized and began to study the
Scriptures, living with a monk for some time to learn the ascetic life prior to his
ordination to the priesthood. He was ordained a priest around 386 and preached regularly
at several churches in Antioch. He was a devout preacher who was deeply interested in
applying the biblical text to the spiritual and moral lives of the faithful. His later career as
a bishop was met with much controversy, eventually leading to his exile in a village on
the Black Sea until his death in 407.
The Baptismal Instructions of John Chrysostom52 are another witness to the
practice of mystagogy. However, the authorship of these instructions has been disputed.
Questions as to whether these were written by Chrysostom or whether these instructions
were all given together or separately are not easy to answer with certainty. The outcome
of such questions ultimately is of little importance for this study. Rather, what is more
valuable is their witness to the practice of mystagogy in Late Antiquity.53

51. For more biographical information on John Chrysostom, see Wendy Mayer and Pauline Allen,
John Chrysostom, Early Church Fathers (New York: Routledge, 1999), 3–52; Robert Wilken, “John
Chrysostom,” Encyclopedia of Early Christianity 622–624.
52. John Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, trans. Paul W. Harkins, Ancient Christian Writers
(Westminster: Newman Press, 1963).
53. For more on these issues, see Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 6–19. I will refer to the
author as Chrysostom for the sake of simplicity and consistency and not as a point of arguing for a
particular view of authorship.
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Like Theodore, Chrysostom seems to have delivered at least some of his
instructions prior to the baptism of the catechumens.54 Where he departs slightly from the
mystagogy of Theodore and Cyril is that he seems to be less systematic in his
presentation than his fellow mystagogues. Furthermore, Chrysostom is said to stress the
moral teaching more than instruction on the mysteries.55 Thus we can see Chrysostom
beginning to lead his catechumens into initiation into the mysteries, only to be
sidetracked by his concern for their moral conduct: “Therefore, I wished to initiate you in
all these matters today. But what is happening to me? My concern over your oaths—a
concern that makes my soul waste away—does not let me go.”56 The degree to which he
stresses instruction in these matters is unparalleled among his contemporaries.57
To be sure, he provided important instruction on the sacraments of the church.58
Even though Chrysostom’s instruction tends to be less systematized than Cyril and
Theodore, occasional references to the events of the baptismal liturgy can still be
identified. For example, in the second instruction of his baptismal homilies, we see the

54. Consider the closing exhortation of his second instruction, which includes instruction on the
anointing with oil and baptism among other topics: “But since you stand at the threshold of the royal palace
and are about to approach the very throne where sits the King who apportions the gifts, show every
ambition in your requests.” Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 54. I take this to be Chrysostom referring
to the proximity of the catechumens’ participation in the baptismal liturgy, which has yet to happen.
55. Thomas M. Finn, The Liturgy of Baptism in the Baptismal Instructions of John Chrysostom
(Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1967), 70.
56. Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 148.
57. Enrico Mazza, in his study of mystagogy in the patristic period, says this about Chrysostom’s
baptismal instructions: “Therefore, when commenting on the baptismal liturgy and the various ritual
elements in it, he lays heavy emphasis on the moral obligations flowing from them. This is to say that his
mystagogy stresses an element that is not present like anything to the same extent in the mystagogy of the
other Fathers of the Church: the continual emphasis upon Christian moral behavior.” Mazza, Mystagogy,
109.
58. Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 53. For more on the baptismal liturgy in Chrysostom’s
writings and his instruction on them, see Finn, The Liturgy of Baptism.
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common formula of renunciation of Satan, the pre baptismal anointing and the
administration of baptism referred to and commented upon in sequential order.59 His
commentary certainly falls in line with our current understanding of mystagogy. For
example, Chrysostom is comfortable with giving spiritual interpretations to the anointing
with oil, which acts as a shield that defends the catechumens.60 He can also interweave
the moral implications of the catechumens’ participation in the rites. When the candidates
renounce Satan and swear allegiance to Christ, Chrysostom can concretize this act by
employing business practice metaphors that would have been intelligible to everyday
Christians: “In worldly affairs, whenever someone wishes to entrust his business to
anyone, a written contract must be completed between the trustee and his client. The
same thing holds true now, when the Master is going to entrust to you not mortal things
which are subject to destruction and death, but spiritual things which belong to
eternity.”61
What Chrysostom’s instruction offers is a unique approach to instruction on the
rites of initiation that is at once theologically sound and in line with the other witnesses to
mystagogy yet with the advantage of a sensitivity to the moral obligations that are bound
up in being a Christian. His concern for stressing the moral implications of the
sacraments demonstrates his on-the-ground concerns for the conduct of everyday
Christians and his methods of addressing them appropriately.

59. Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 49–53.
60. Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 52.
61. Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 50.
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This survey of Christian mystagogy in Late Antiquity has demonstrated the
various shapes this sort of instruction took, from handbooks to philosophical reflections
on the liturgy and even to instructing new Christians on the meaning of sacraments and
their purpose for the Christian life. We are now ready to turn to Narsai of Nisibis to
investigate this enigmatic yet foundational individual in the tradition of East Syriac
Christianity and his contribution to the mystagogical tradition of the ancient church.
Introduction to Narsai of Nisibis
While research on the person and work of Narsai is still in early development
(especially in the English-speaking world), a fair sketch can still be laid out.62 Known by
many epithets, such as “harp of the (Holy) Spirit” and “Tongue of the Orient,” Narsai
stands among the most important of Syriac authors in the history of Christianity.63 His
life spanned the fifth century, which was a turbulent time for the Christian church due to
christological controversies erupting from within, causing conflict and division within the
church. His legacy would be foundational for the tradition of the church that comes to be
known as the Church of the East.64
62. While scholarship on Narsai continues to be a pressing need recent developments have pointed
toward better horizons for Narsai studies. Perhaps the most groundbreaking is a recent volume in English
that consists of a collection of articles written by several Narsai scholars that attempt to make more
accessible the person and work of Narsai. Aaron M. Butts, Kristian S. Heal, and Robert A. Kitchen, Narsai:
Rethinking His Work and His World (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020). The best, although brief, overview
of Narsai comes from Aaron Butts (Butts, “Narsai’s Life and Work.”). This work is also indebted to Lucas
Van Rompay, “Narsai” Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage, 303–04. Likewise, my
brief introduction to Narsai is heavily indebted to these two overviews. For the main online database for
sources on Narsai, see University of Oklahoma Department of Classics and Letters, “Narsai,”
http://syri.ac/narsai.
63. These epithets are referenced in Thomas Thumpeparampil, “Narsai and His Liturgical
Homilies on Christian Initiation,” Christian Orient 13 (1992): 124.
64. While an in-depth survey of these controversies is well beyond the scope of this present study,
it behooves us to mention in passing these controversies. For a brief overview of the historical backdrop of
these christological controversies, see Wilhelm Baum and Dietmar W. Winkler, The Church of the East: A
Concise History (New York: Routledge, 2010), 14–32; Samuel H. Moffett, A History of Christianity in
Asia, 2nd rev. and corrected ed., American Society of Missiology Series 36 (Maryknoll, MD: Orbis, 1998),
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The primary sources concerning Narsai’s life are few. The two principal sources
deal with the School of Nisibis, but also touch on Narsai. These are the Cause of the
Foundation of the Schools and Ecclesiastical History, which are both attributed to
Barḥadbshabba, although these two texts may not have been written by the same
individual.65 According to these sources, Narsai was born in the town of ʿAyn Dulbā in
the land of Maʿaltā.66 He was orphaned at the age of sixteen as a result of the untimely
death of his parents and was taken in by his uncle Emmanuel, who was the head of the
Kephar Māri monastery in Bēt Zabdai. After spending some time in this monastery,
Narsai heard about the School of Edessa and departed to Edessa to study at this school.
He studied at the school for many years and was later promoted to a teaching position and
then the director sometime later, probably around 450.67 His directorship came to an end
sometime before the school’s closure in 489.68 After the end of his directorship in Edessa,
Narsai went to Nisibis, where he was warmly received by Barṣawma, the bishop of
Nisibis. The Ecclesiastical History at this point tells us that Barṣawma persuaded Narsai

168–84. For a technical study on the Christology and terminology used by proponents of the Church of the
East, see Sebastian P. Brock, “The Christology of the Church of the East,” in Fire from Heaven: Studies in
Syriac Theology and Liturgy (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate Pub., 2006), 159–79.
65. Butts, “Narsai’s Life and Work,” 2. English translations of these texts, with introductions, are
found in Adam H. Becker, Sources for the History of the School of Nisibis, Translated Texts for Historians
50 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2008), 40–85, 86–160.
66. Becker, Sources for the History, 49. Sources are not explicit as to when Narsai was born.
Judith Frishman mentions that most scholars locate his birth “sometime in the first quarter of the 5th c.”
though this still does not give us a precise date. Judith Frishman, “The Ways and Means of the Divine
Economy: An Edition, Translation and Study of Six Biblical Homilies by Narsai” (PhD diss., University of
Leiden, 1992), 1.
67. Van Rompay, “Narsai,” 303.
68. Van Rompay, “Narsai,” 303. Aaron Butts mentions that the exact date of his expulsion is
debated. Butts, “Narsai’s Life and Work,” 2–3. If Lucas Van Rompay is right that Narsai began his
directorship around 450 and if his directorship lasted roughly two decades, then the dates would check out.
That being said, little certainty can be put on any date for the beginning or ending of his directorship.
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to stay in Nisibis to start a new school, which would come to be known as the School of
Nisibis.69 Narsai is said to have remained the head of the School of Nisibis until his death
around the beginning of 500.70
Sources indicate that Narsai wrote extensively during his lifetime. The
Ecclesiastical History indicates that, in response to “the heretics” (from the author’s point
of view) who were writing mēmrē and thereby spreading false teaching, Narsai began to
pen many mēmrē, one for each day of the year, thereby setting down “the true opinion of
orthodoxy.”71 In addition, another source, the Catalogue of Books by ʿAbdishoʿ bar
Brikha, gives a vast inventory of writings attributed to Narsai:
commentaries on Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, (Joshua) Bar Nun,
Judges, Qohelet, Isaiah, the Twelve (prophets), Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the
Prophecy of Daniel as well as mēmrē in twelve volumes, 360 in number. He also
had a liturgy and an interpretation of the sacraments and baptism as well as
consolations with sermons, praises, proclamations, adorations, and a book on the
depravity of life.72

69. Becker, Sources for the History, 62–64. However, Aaron Butts mentions another source, the
Chronicle of Siirt, that shows Narsai joining an already existing school in Nisibis. See Butts, “Narsai’s Life
and Work,” 3n9. For more on the School of Nisibis, see Adam H. Becker, Fear of God and the Beginning
of Wisdom: The School of Nisibis and the Development of Scholastic Culture in Late Antique Mesopotamia
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011).
70. Butts, “Narsai’s Life and Work,” 3. Nathan Witkamp suggests that the date for Narsai’s death
is not as certain as we might like. In a footnote, he mentions the date of 502/503 is reached by adding fortyfive (the purported number of years he stayed in Nisibis according to The Cause of the Foundation of the
Schools) to one suggested expulsion date of 457 (though Witkamp admits this date is far from certain). In
any event, it seems that even scholarly consensus on dates for Narsai does not amount to certainty on dates
for Narsai. See Nathan Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation: Baptismal Rite and Mystagogy in Theodore of
Mopsuestia and Narsai of Nisibis, VC 149 (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 20n110.
71. Becker, Sources for the History, 69.
72. Quoted in Butts, “Narsai’s Life and Work,” 6.
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Despite this impressive list of writings attributed to Narsai, only around eighty of his
mēmrē survive.73
The literary style of poetry known as mēmrē is a distinct form of Syriac poetry
that was a vehicle for the genre known as the verse homily. Mēmrē could consist of
couplets of 5+5, 6+6, 7+7, or 12+12 syllables.74 The existing mēmrē of Narsai are
primarily written in the 12+12 syllable meter, with some in the 7+7 syllable meter.75
These mēmrē of Narsai deal with extensive biblical interpretation as well as various
liturgical, theological, and moral topics.76 Of these, several of his mēmrē deal with
liturgical topics, two of which—38 On Baptism and 39 On the Mysteries of the Church
and Baptism—are the primary focus of this thesis.77
Mēmrē 39 ‘On Baptism’ and 38 ‘On the Mysteries of the Church and Baptism’
Mēmrē 39 ‘On Baptism’ (henceforth Mēmrā 39) and 38 ‘On the Mysteries of the
Church and Baptism’ (henceforth Mēmrā 38) are verse homilies concerning the

73. Butts, “Narsai’s Life and Work,” 6. See also Brock, “A Guide to Narsai’s Homilies,” Hugoye
12 (2009): 21–40.
74. Brock, An Introduction to Syriac Studies, rev. 2nd ed., 1st Gorgias Press ed., Gorgias
Handbooks 4 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2006), 9. For more on Syriac poetry and hymnography in early
Christianity, see Brock, “Poetry and Hymnography (3) Syriac,” in Oxford Handbook of Early Christian
Studies, ed. Susan Ashbrook Harvey and David G. Hunter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). For
metrical poetry in Narsai and Jacob of Serugh, see Philip Michael Forness “The Construction of Metrical
Poetry in the Homilies of Narsai of Nisibis and Jacob of Serugh,” in Narsai: Rethinking His Work and His
World, ed. Aaron M. Butts, Kristian S. Heal, and Robert A. Kitchen (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 93–
115.
75. Butts, “Narsai’s Life and Work,” 7.
76. Butts, “Narsai’s Life and Work,” 7; Van Rompay, “Narsai,” 304.
77. The other mēmrā, titled, “An Exposition of the Mysteries and On the Church and the
Priesthood,” features alongside Mēmrē 38 and 39 in an English translation by R. H. Connolly, The
Liturgical Homilies of Narsai, Texts and Studies: Contributions to Biblical and Patristic Literature 8
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1909). However, there has been evidence suggesting that it does
not belong to Narsai. Connolly is of the opinion that it indeed does belong to him. For a treatment of the
authorship of this homily, see Connolly, The Liturgical Homilies of Narsai, xii–xli.
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baptismal liturgy. These mēmrē of Narsai are unique in several respects. For one, these
are said to be one of the first of his mēmrē to be made readily available in English along
with other liturgical homilies attributed to Narsai in an edition translated by R. H.
Connolly at the turn of the twentieth century.78 Furthermore, these mēmrē are said to be
the first written in Syriac that “basically resemble mystagogical catechesis.”79
Are Mēmrē 39 and 38 Mystagogical Catecheses?
Several scholars comment on the nature of these mēmrē, supporting their
identification as mystagogical catecheses. Baby Varghese has claimed that they “were
most probably composed for the instruction of the faithful. However, their composition in
twelve-syllable meter suggest that they were intended for liturgical use as well.”80 Their
application to the use of instructing Christians within a liturgical context fits the contours
of mystagogy explored up to this point in this study. Nathan Witkamp suggests that these
mēmrē are akin to a panegyric of the baptismal rite.81 This would mean that Narsai’s
mystagogy has a bit of a different outlook from the more neatly organized instruction of
the other mystagogues. However, this idea, along with Varghese’s analysis, further

78. Connolly, The Liturgical Homilies of Narsai; Jeff W. Childers, “In Search of Jesus:
Performative Christology in Narsai’s Mēmrē On Baptism,” in Narsai: Rethinking His Work and His World,
ed. Aaron M. Butts, Kristian S. Heal, and Robert A. Kitchen (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 69. The
significance of this statement deserves some contextualization to appreciate it fully. Butts’s article on
Narsai (cited above numerous times) gives the context of the current state of Narsai studies: forty-seven of
Narsai’s mēmrē were edited (not critically) in 1905 by Alphonse Mingana, a facsimile edition of a 1901
manuscript of seventy-two of Narsai’s mēmrē was published (Alphonse Mingana, Narsai doctoris syri
homiliae et carmina [2 vols.; Mosul: Fraternity of Preachers, 1905]), along with several mēmrē being
published in critical edition (Butts lists four different publications of critical editions in a footnote).
However, most of them lack a critical edition, as well as the majority having never been translated into a
Western language. For more, see Butts, “Narsai’s Life and Work,” 8.
79. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 69.
80. Varghese, West Syrian Liturgical Theology, 20.
81. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 25.
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supports the classification of these mēmrē as a type of mystagogical catechesis even if
their style is different from other mystagogies. Another helpful explanation of these
mēmrē comes from Thomas Thumpeparampil: “it is clear that the Liturgical Homilies of
Narsai are not mere enumeration of rites and actions, but they do explain the theological
content and symbolism behind the rites.”82 From these comments on Narsai’s mēmrē, we
can infer that there is a mystagogical nature to these mēmrē in the following respects: 1)
they were most likely used for instruction of the faithful in a liturgical context, and 2)
they are a theological and spiritual reflection upon the rites and actions of the baptismal
liturgy. Furthermore, that a coherent baptismal liturgy can be extracted from these mēmrē
in similar vein to that of other mystagogical catecheses in early Christianity (such as
Cyril or Theodore’s) supports their identification as such.83
The claim that the mēmrē of Narsai are mystagogical catecheses can be further
supported by considering internal evidence as to who the target audience of the mēmrē
might have been. To be sure, these considerations may not help us arrive at absolute
certainty as to whom these mēmrē were originally delivered, but that does not mean that
we cannot discern something about the nature of their audience. A clue can be found just
before Narsai begins his exposition of the baptismal liturgy in Mēmrē 39:
Come, disciples of the Master, the Messiah, let us gaze attentively
upon the spiritual writings of baptism!
Come, heirs of the covenant written in blood,
look upon the fortune of your inheritance with spiritual eyes!
82. Thumpeparampil, “Narsai and His Liturgical Homilies,” 130–31.
83. Several scholars have attempted to extract the baptismal rite from these mēmrē. Joseph
Chalassery gives a basic outline of the baptismal liturgy as it is covered in both homilies before providing
an overview of the contents of Narsai’s reflections on the liturgy. Joseph Chalassery, The Holy Spirit and
Christian Initiation in the East Syrian Tradition (Rome: Mar Thoma Yogam, 1995), 70–71. Nathan
Witkamp, in a critical comparative study of Narsai’s and Theodore’s baptismal rites, also gives an outline
of Narsai’s baptismal rite. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 93.
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....
Come, all alike, you purified children of baptism,
let us depict the voice that cries out amidst the water so that it acquires power.84
Of note here are the various epithets given to Narsai’s audience, “disciples of the Master,
the Messiah,” “heirs of the covenant,” and “purified children of baptism.” These indicate
that the audience consists of those who are Christians who have already been baptized
and initiated into the liturgical life of the church. Witkamp takes these lines from Narsai
to suggest that the newly baptized are his primary audience.85 Witkamp’s claim is
intriguing, even compelling, but no explicit mention of the newly baptized is made here,
so the primary audience cannot be determined with absolute certainty. That being said,
the content of these mēmrē are seen to be characteristic of mystagogy, thereby allowing
us to infer that the newly baptized could be counted as among the “purified children of
baptism” that make up Narsai’s audience.86

84. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.73–76, 79–80.
85. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 26.
86. The language of “children” as well as Narsai’s multiple uses of “new born infants” throughout
his mēmrē to refer to baptismal candidates should not be necessarily taken as evidence for the age of the
baptismal candidates. For one, this language could very well just be the symbolic language he uses to
communicate spiritual realities, construing any within the audience as “children” regardless of maturity.
However, another complexity arises in the genre of this mystagogy. Narsai’s metrical style does not lend
itself well to giving descriptive information concerning his audience. That being said, this has not deterred
scholars from making claims about whether baptismal candidates were infants or adults. Witkamp mentions
in passing that “there is no doubt that Narsai’s rite still has mainly, if not exclusively, adult converts in
view.” He then credits the adaptation of baptismal rites for infants to later liturgical developments, possibly
as late as the 14th century, due to the fact that the rite of baptism in that time was still recommending
baptism for adults. See Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 114–15n73. What’s interesting about
Witkamp’s claim is that, even though he leans toward adult candidates, his language seems to qualify that
others beside adults could be in view as well. If we take Narsai’s commentary on the baptismal liturgy at
face value, it seems to suggest that adult candidates are in view, or are at least individuals who are able to
speak for themselves in some capacity. Several portions of his commentary on the liturgy seem to show
that the candidates are verbally responding in the liturgy, one example of which is Narsai’s description of
the rite of renunciation. He comments that the candidates first renounce the lordship of the Evil One and
then confess their faith in the Creator. He then references what the candidates say in this regard: “‘The Evil
One and his angels are renounced!’ they cry aloud, / ‘and I have no dealings with him, not even verbally!’”
Narsai, Mēmrā 39.107–112. While I am inclined to see this as evidence of adult candidates (or at least
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Recent Scholarship on Mēmrē 39 and 38
Mēmrē 39 and 38 have received a fair amount of scholarly attention in the last
century. In 1905, R.H. Connolly published an English translation of Narsai’s liturgical
homilies, as noted above. He was the first to suggest that the ordering of Narsai’s two
mēmrē in an edition provided by Alphonse Mingana was incorrect.87 He states that
Mingana had arranged the mēmrē in reverse order probably because he thought the
anointing in Mēmrā 39 was a post-baptismal anointing.88 Connolly contests Mingana’s
ordering, stating that Narsai did not know of a post-baptismal anointing in his liturgy. To
demonstrate this, he points to the fact that many Syrian authors do not attest to a postbaptismal anointing.89 Mēmrā 39 spends a great deal of space reflecting on the anointing
but has no account of baptism, and Mēmrā 38 only discusses the rite of baptism and the
eucharist and the baptismal anointing.90 Connolly’s suggestion that these mēmrē ought to
be reversed, with 39 coming before 38, now seems to be accepted in scholarship as
reflecting the correct sequence of the baptismal liturgy attested by Narsai.91
Other scholars have been interested in determining the influences of Narsai
regarding the baptismal liturgy in his mēmrē. However, for several decades scholars have

those old enough to make such a statement), it seems that the best we can do is speculate as to precisely
who is the intended candidate for baptism, whether it be infants, adults, or somewhere in between.
87. Connolly, The Liturgical Homilies of Narsai, xlvi.
88. Connolly, The Liturgical Homilies of Narsai, xlvi. See also Brock, “Syrian Baptismal Ordines
(with special reference to the anointings),” Studia Liturgica 12 (1977): 177–83; Leonel L. Mitchell,
Baptismal Anointing, Alcuin Club Collections 48 (London: SPCK, 1966), 42–43, 48.
89. Connolly, The Liturgical Homilies of Narsai, xlii–xlix.
90. Connolly, The Liturgical Homilies of Narsai, xlvi–xlvii.
91. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 70.
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been content with the conclusion that Narsai was basically an imitator of Theodore of
Mopsuestia. For example, Leonel Mitchell says that Narsai’s “poetic homilies on baptism
and the eucharist follow so closely the account of Theodore of Mopsuestia that they
might almost be described as poetic renditions of Theodore’s text.”92 Thomas Finn
likewise says that these mēmrē “reveal that his baptismal liturgy is strikingly similar to
that of Mopsuestia . . . and that his commentary owes much to Theodore.”93 While it is
certainly the case that Theodore had a great deal of influence on Narsai, putting too much
emphasis on this influence might lead to presumptions about the value of Narsai’s
writings on their own terms.94 A helpful corrective on this matter has been a recent work
by Nathan Witkamp.95 Witkamp has convincingly argued that, rather than solely
depending on Theodore, Narsai has many influences for his mēmrē on the baptismal
liturgy, but he also shows the creativity to adapt his various influences for his own
context and purposes. At the end of his extensive analysis of both Narsai’s and
Theodore’s homilies on the baptismal liturgy, Witkamp gives these concluding remarks
concerning Narsai:
The East Syrian poet presents himself in his liturgical homilies as a creative
mystagogue, who, commenting on an existent baptismal rite different from
Theodore’s, draws from a broad and rich (East) Syrian tradition. In doing so, he
uses Theodore’s catechetical homilies as one source among others, not refraining
92. Leonel L. Mitchell, “Four Fathers on Baptism,” in Studies on Syrian Baptismal Rites
(Kottayam, India: CMS, 1973), 53.
93. Thomas M. Finn, Early Christian Baptism and the Catechumenate: West and East Syria,
Message of the Fathers of the Church 5 (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1992), 170.
94. Consider Bryan Spinks’s comment that Theodore of Mopsuestia’s “catechetical homilies
formed the basis for a similar genre” in the Church of the East, thus suggesting that Theodore is the
primary figure of theology and liturgy for the Church of the East and its adherents, such as Narsai. Spinks,
Early and Medieval Rituals, 71.
95. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 372.
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from adapting the mystagogy of his esteemed teacher to his own context.
Therefore, Narsai is not Theodore’s copycat, but an artist who uses a wide
spectrum of colours to paint the portrait he desires.96
This is a crucial point because to appreciate Narsai’s distinctiveness as a witness to
mystagogy and Syriac Christian literature more generally, scholarship needs to be
disabused of the idea that Narsai is nothing more than a copycat of Theodore.
Other scholars have shown interest in the theology of baptism in Narsai’s mēmrē.
For example, Everett Ferguson, in his magnum opus on baptism in early Christian
history, combs through Narsai’s mēmrē for their baptismal theology.97 He helpfully
articulates some important imagery used by Narsai to communicate a theology of
baptism—even some that is unique to Narsai—yet he comments that some might find the
Christology of these mēmrē to be weak, pointing to a study by Marcia A. Kappes as the
basis of his remark.98 Kappes argues that Narsai is dependent on adapting to his
Zoroastrian context at the expense of his Christology, which she characterizes as a “major
weakness” in his mēmrē.99
Only recently has this claim to a weak Christology in Narsai’s mēmrē been
questioned. Jeff W. Childers has shown that Narsai’s teaching on baptism in these mēmrē
have a stronger “baptismal Christology” than what had been previously considered.100

96. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 372.
97. Everett Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church: History, Theology, and Liturgy in the First
Five Centuries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 702–08.
98. Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church, 708.
99. Marcia A. Kappes, “The Voice of Many Waters: The Baptismal Homilies of Narsai of
Nisibis,” Studia Patristica 33 (Leuven: Peeters, 1997): 542.
100. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 73.
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His work has taken Kappes’s main arguments for adaptation to a Zoroastrian context and
questioned the validity of her conclusions. Specifically, he takes up several themes that
are prominent in Narsai’s mēmrē and concludes that these are better understood as well
suited for his Zoroastrian context rather than adapted to it.101 He then constructively
draws out Narsai’s baptismal thought, demonstrating that Narsai’s mēmrē present a
strong, yet implicit Christology. He concludes that “the Christology in Mēmrē 38–39 is
largely presumed rather than expounded on in detail. Yet that Christology is essential not
only to the listeners’ understanding of baptism but also helps define the significance of
the ritual’s elements as it is performed and even to illuminate the shape of the disciples’
life after baptism.”102
Still others have shown interest in thematic studies on Narsai’s mēmrē. For
example, Sebastian Valiyaparambil has an article presenting a theology of the priesthood
in Narsai’s thought and portrays the priesthood as a sort of sacrament with respect to the
liturgical functions of the priest.103 However, this work analyzes more of Narsai’s mēmrē
than are in question in this thesis. Another study assesses the eucharistic celebration in
Narsai’s liturgical mēmrē, again including more than the two that are in question for this
thesis.104 There is a larger study on the Spirit in Syrian baptismal theology that also
includes an assessment of some of Narsai’s mēmrē, with most (but not all) of the

101. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 82.
102. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 91.
103. Sebastian Valiyaparambil, “Priest: The Mediator between God and Man: Theology of the
Priesthood in Narsai,” Christian Orient 31 (2010): 138–54.
104. Jose Mathew Kochuparampil, “The Mystery Dimension of the Eucharistic Liturgy in
Narsai’s Liturgical Homilies,” Christian Orient 27 (2006): 87–93.
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assessment focusing on Mēmrē 39 and 38.105 This study is especially illuminating due to
its conclusion that “just as there is evidence of similarities between Narsai and Theodore,
equally striking parallels exist between Narsai and Ephrem.”106
This survey of recent scholarship on Narsai’s mēmrē has provided some important
insights for the purposes of this thesis. First, the widespread acceptance of Narsai as a
mere imitator of Theodore has been shown by several recent works to be questionable.
These works have shown that Narsai is not only indebted to Theodore but is also an heir
to a distinct Syriac tradition and is creative in his appropriation of this and the tradition of
Theodore in his writings. These insights are important because they allow Narsai to be
analyzed from angles that have previously been ignored due to the long-held assumption
that Narsai is merely an imitator of Theodore. As important as these insights are, little
attention has still yet to be given to Narsai’s unique contributions, in particular his
symbolic reflection reminiscent of Syriac symbolic theology more generally. This study
intends to focus on this aspect of Narsai’s mēmrē.
Conclusion
This chapter has laid the foundation for the rest of this study on Narsai’s Mēmrē
39 and 38. In particular, I have explored a type of Christian instruction known as
mystagogy, which is instruction on the sacraments of the baptismal liturgy given to newly
(or about to be) baptized individuals. This type of instruction was intended to be
formational as well as informational. For the mystagogues, such as Cyril, Theodore,

105. Simon Matthew Jones, “Womb of the Spirit: The Liturgical Implications of the Doctrine of
the Spirit for the Syrian Baptismal Tradition” (DPhil diss., University of Cambridge, 1999), 134–54.
106. Jones, “Womb of the Spirit,” 152.
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Chrysostom, and Ambrose, and Augustine, they expected that performing the rites and
sacraments of the baptismal liturgy would be a transformative experience that had
theological and moral implications for the life of these new Christians.
This chapter has also claimed that Narsai of Nisibis is another witness to
mystagogy. After introducing Narsai’s life, I introduced his Mēmrē 39 and 38 as well as
considered the recent scholarship on these works. From this survey it is evident that
important work has gone before to set up a study such as this. While Narsai’s mēmrē
have received well-deserved attention over the years, too many scholars have
undervalued Narsai’s unique contribution as a Syriac Christian author in favor of an
interpretation that emphasizes his dependence on Theodore. A few scholars have noted
this narrow reading of Narsai and have attempted to broaden the lenses through which we
can read and understand Narsai’s mēmrē. They have argued that Narsai is just as much an
heir to his Syriac theological tradition as he is to the Greek-speaking Theodore. With this
groundwork laid, I will now begin to approach Narsai’s mēmrē within their distinct
Syriac milieu. The next chapter will provide a constructive portrait of Syriac symbolic
theology to aid in reading Narsai’s mēmrē by exploring Narsai’s Syriac theological
heritage to gain a new perspective on this profound East Syrian writer.
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CHAPTER II
SYMBOLIC THEOLOGY IN LATE ANTIQUE SYRIAC CHRISTIANITY
In the previous chapter, I demonstrated the need both to study Narsai’s Mēmrē 39
and 38 as mystagogical catecheses and to do so while properly situating them within
Narsai’s Syriac milieu. The unique opportunity Narsai presents in this regard is that his
mēmrē are the first from a Syriac author that function as mystagogical catecheses. That
being said, he is not the first Syriac Christian to have reflected on the subject matter of
mystagogy, namely, the sacraments. Indeed, Narsai is an heir to a Syrian Christian
tradition that employs a wealth of imagery when exploring the function and purpose of
the sacraments. To aid in our understanding of Narsai’s use of symbolic imagery in his
discussion of the sacraments, it will be instructive to examine others within the Syriac
tradition who do the same. In doing so, we can construct an account of Syriac symbolic
theology that serves as a starting point for reading Narsai’s mēmrē.
To that end, this chapter will investigate the writings of Ephrem the Syrian and
Jacob of Serugh in order to construct an approach to Syriac symbolic theology. Both
these individuals are important figures in the Syriac patristic tradition. Ephrem’s
importance lies in both his antiquity and universal influence as an early Syriac Christian
author. Jacob likewise is important for the Syriac tradition not only in that he is a faithful
heir to Ephrem’s theological approach in many respects but that he is also a
contemporary of Narsai.
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This chapter will proceed in the following way. First, before constructing an
approach to Syriac symbolic theology by which to read Narsai, I will address the question
of Theodore of Mopsuestia’s influence on Narsai. Since this has been a topic in
scholarship on Narsai, it is important to address the degree to which Theodore’s influence
is present in Narsai’s thought. To address this, I will first provide an overview of
Theodore’s influence on the Church of the East, of which Narsai is a part. Second, I will
engage with some arguments that suggest Narsai heavily depends on Theodore with
respect to mystagogy. I will show that, while Theodore’s influence is evident in certain
respects, there is far more to be appreciated in Narsai that cannot be reduced to
Theodore’s influence. After addressing the question of Theodorean influence, I will turn
to Ephrem and Jacob for constructing the framework. For each author, a brief
introduction will be given to properly contextualize these figures. After that, I will
explore the various images they use to describe the function and meaning of the
sacraments. This cannot be a comprehensive analysis of Syriac symbolic theology.
Rather, this is an attempt to provide a starting point for reading Narsai’s mēmrē in their
Syriac context. In other words, the images I will explore are not all unique to Ephrem and
Jacob, but it is the occurrence of these images in particular ways in the Syriac heritage
that illumines our understanding of Narsai’s milieu.
Theodore of Mopsuestia’s Influence on Narsai
Before I construct an approach to Syriac symbolic theology in order to situate the
analysis of Narsai in his Syriac milieu, it is important to first address the influence
Theodore of Mopsuestia has on Narsai’s thought. The Greek-speaking Theodore of
Mopsuestia, who greatly influenced the East Syrian heritage, is said to have had a
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significant impact on Narsai’s thought. As I mentioned in the last chapter, some have
claimed that Narsai is influenced by Theodore to the point of being a mere copycat of his
thought. In this section, I will assess the degree of influence that Theodore may have had
on Narsai’s understanding and teaching about the sacraments. I will show that, while it is
certainly the case that Theodore’s influence plays an important role in Narsai’s thought, it
would be a mistake to reduce him to simply an imitator of Theodore.
Prominent contemporary treatments on the baptismal liturgies of the early church
that include Narsai have little to say about his mēmrē on the sacraments, but what they do
say is telling of the trajectory of thought concerning Narsai’s reliance on Theodore. For
example, Maxwell Johnson’s study of the rites of Christian initiation insists: “In a manner
quite similar to that of Theodore of Mopsuestia, Narsai witnesses to a synthesis of Jordan
new birth and Paschal death imagery in his interpretation of initiation.”1 Whereas it is
true that Narsai (like Theodore) treats these two sets of images in his interpretation of the
rites of initiation, the similarity is easily overstated. Johnson’s statement is paradigmatic
of many others who approach Narsai’s mēmrē in the larger context of studies pertaining
to Christian initiation, sacramental and liturgical theology, and the like. Specifically, it
falls short because it views Narsai not as a unique witness within his own Syriac tradition
(indeed, the Christian tradition) who deserves careful attention on his own terms but as
someone who does something “like Theodore.” To be fair, Johnson’s survey of Christian
initiation does not have the scope to provide an in-depth exploration into Narsai’s mēmrē,
so it is understandable that a more nuanced or in-depth treatment of Narsai is not given.

1. Maxwell E. Johnson, The Rites of Christian Initiation: Their Evolution and Interpretation. 2nd
ed. (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2007), 147.
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Yet the assessment remains, that Narsai’s mēmrē on the sacraments have been given
scant treatment compared to other Christian treatises on the sacraments in Late Antiquity.
Even the more judicious perspective of Bryan Spinks—which affirms that the
Church of the East’s liturgical inheritance (of which Narsai is a part) is influenced by the
theological perspectives of people such as Aphrahat and Ephrem—falls short of doing
justice to the complexity and diversity of Narsai’s influences and his creative
appropriation of those influences. Spinks says the Church of the East’s liturgical tradition
“also espoused the teachings of Theodore of Mopsuestia, and his catechetical homilies
formed the basis for a similar genre in this Church, the first being the homilies of
Narsai.”2 Even if it could be shown that Narsai’s inspiration for writing his mystagogical
catechesis came directly from Theodore (for which I have found no direct evidence),
Spinks’s judgment suggests a correlation between the two authors such that Theodore
would be considered the primary source of Narsai’s interpretation of the sacraments
rather than one among many sources Narsai appropriates for his own purposes. In other
words, this prevalent viewpoint, borne partly of the neglect of Narsai himself, allows no
room for Narsai’s own creative contributions and rather casts him into the shadow of
Theodore’s influence.
To be sure, Theodore did have a great deal of influence on Narsai and the Church
of the East as a whole.3 Theodore’s works were translated into Syriac either during his
lifetime or shortly after his death.4 His works were especially popular in the School of
2. Spinks, Early and Medieval Rituals, 71.
3. Becker, Fear of God and the Beginning of Wisdom, 116–17.
4. Lucas Van Rompay, “Theodore of Mopsuestia,” Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac
Heritage, 401–402.
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Edessa, which had a great deal of influence on those theologians who in the late fifth
century left to attach themselves to the new School of Nisibis, one of whom was Narsai.
Frederick McLeod presents some important dimensions of Theodore’s influence on
Narsai.5 First is the area of biblical interpretation. McLeod opines that Narsai “faithfully
adheres” to Theodore’s method of interpreting Scripture by means of “literal, historical
and rational methods” that are emblematic of the Antiochene tradition.6 Essentially,
Theodore’s approach assumed the belief that proper interpretation of Scripture centers on
“what the words explicitly state and mean in the text itself.”7 While he was against the
allegorical method of the Alexandrine tradition, he was open to finding a spiritual
meaning in the text that arises out of a true typology.8 Another area in which we see
Theodore’s influence on Narsai is with respect to Christology. Concerning the union of
Christ’s two natures, both generally assert that Christ possesses two natures and two
hypostases, which are united in one person.9
While these two areas of Theodorean influence on Narsai are intriguing, our
concern is with Theodore’s influence on Narsai’s mystagogical reflection on the
sacraments. The same study by McLeod also touches on the topic of baptism.

5. Frederick McLeod, “Narsai’s Dependence on Theodore of Mopsuestia,” Journal of the
Canadian Society for Syriac Studies 7 (2007): 18–38.
6. McLeod, “Narsai’s Dependence on Theodore of Mopsuestia,” 20.
7. McLeod, “Narsai’s Dependence on Theodore of Mopsuestia,” 20.
8. McLeod, “Narsai’s Dependence on Theodore of Mopsuestia,” 20. However, one scholar
contends that Theodore uses allegorical interpretation with respect to the liturgy: Clemens Leonhard, “Why
does Theodore of Mopsuestia Interpret the Liturgies in an Allegorical Way?” Studies on the Liturgies of the
Christian East: Selected Papers of the Third International Congress of the Society of Oriental Liturgy
(Leuven: Peeters, 2013), 141–55.
9. McLeod, “Narsai’s Dependence on Theodore of Mopsuestia,” 26.
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Specifically, he argues that Theodore and Narsai view baptism as a symbol of the
heavenly resurrection that truly has a share in the immortal life to come. So, he quotes
Theodore, saying, “When we also receive ‘the first fruits of the Holy Spirit’ by sharing in
the mysteries, we believe that we already exist in these realities.”10 He likewise quotes
Narsai, saying, “For what we possess in a mysterious way by faith in the matter of types
and signs is assuring us that we will pass from one [state] to another.”11 In these passages,
we see the common view that baptism is a means of possessing the first fruits of
assurance of the final resurrection and that baptism explicitly symbolizes that reality.
While we may certainly affirm Theodore’s influence on Narsai, there is much
more in Narsai’s understanding of baptism that cannot be explained by a strict
dependence on Theodore. For example, Witkamp similarly confirms this dependence,
stating that Theodore’s language of baptism as a symbol of the real second birth to come
at the resurrection can also be found in Narsai: “His birth (in baptism) is a symbol of that
birth which is to be at the end.”12 However, as Witkamp says, “we must note that, except
for the quote above, Narsai usually employs the term ‘birth’ concerning baptism itself
and not with reference to the resurrection.”13 Furthermore, Narsai puts more emphasis on
baptism as re-creation than does Theodore, leaving us to question previous claims that
Narsai is nothing more than an imitator of Theodore.14

10. McLeod, “Narsai’s Dependence on Theodore of Mopsuestia,” 24.
11. McLeod, “Narsai’s Dependence on Theodore of Mopsuestia,” 24–25.
12. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 364.
13. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 365.
14. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 365.
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Even in those places where Narsai’s and Theodore’s baptismal thought agree
closely, we must not assume that areas of commonality are alone sufficient evidence for a
strict Theodorean dependence. In fact, Sebastian Brock’s study on early baptismal
commentaries demonstrates that there is a catechetical tradition [that he designates AR in
his study of the source] that is earlier than either Theodore or Narsai—a source with
which both share commonalities.15 For instance, in their treatment of the prebaptismal
anointing, both Narsai and Theodore present the candidate being anointed as a soldier
who is giving service to the King.16 Rather than presume Narsai’s exclusive dependence
on Theodore, we can look to the sources provided by Brock to find an earlier Syrian
tradition that expresses similar imagery: “Being signed is the acknowledgement of the
will of the person being baptized, and it is the imprint of the heavenly king which is put
(lit. falls) on the spiritual soldier.”17 Other examples could be given from this earlier
source, but the point is that an image shared between Narsai and Theodore should not be
taken uncritically as confirmation of strict Theodorean dependence since in some cases it
appears that both may be drawing on a source common to the Syriac milieu rather than
one on the other.
Another example of a scholar promoting Theodorean influence is Leonel
Mitchell’s study on baptism in the thought of four church fathers. In this study, he asserts
that Narsai’s exposition on baptism is nothing more than a poetic rendition of Theodore’s

15. Brock, “Some Early Syriac Baptismal Commentaries,” Orientalia Christiana Periodica 46
(1980): 56–57, 61.
16. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 290.
17. Brock, “Some Early Syriac Baptismal Commentaries,” 37.
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account.18 However, his actual assessment of Narsai fails to substantiate this claim. For
instance, he states that Narsai’s view of the priesthood in his mēmrē demonstrates a
following of Theodore. However, in comparing the actual substance of his examination
of Theodore and Narsai on the priesthood, he does not show that Narsai is following
Theodore. Mitchell quotes an excerpt from Theodore that explains the priest’s vestments
and how they are meant to symbolize the joy of the eternal kingdom, while he refers to
Narsai as presenting the exalted nature of the priestly office, how it is granted the ability
to be a “painter of the Spirit” by his consecrating of the baptismal water, and the like.19
The striking difference in Theodore’s and Narsai’s account of the priesthood rests in the
emphasis given to the priest in each one’s description. In Theodore, the description
simply addresses the symbolism of the liturgical vestments. Indeed, in other areas of
Theodore, his description of the priest primarily concerns his actions in the ceremony.20
In contrast, Narsai often draws attention to the priest’s agency given by God to perform
the baptismal liturgy. The honor Narsai gives to the priesthood is something rarely found
in Theodore, and even when it is, the language is so underwhelming when compared to
Narsai as to invalidate the argument for the latter’s dependence on the former in their
treatment of the priesthood.21

18. Mitchell, “Four Fathers on Baptism,” 52–53.
19. Mitchell, “Four Fathers on Baptism,” 50, 53–54.
20. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 79.
21. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 79.
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Now that I have addressed the question of Theodore’s influence on Narsai, I can
turn to construct the framework for analyzing Narsai’s mēmrē. I will first begin with our
assessment of Ephrem and then turn to assess Jacob.
Ephrem the Syrian
Ephrem (306–373) is considered by scholars to be one of the most important
Syriac patristic authors due to his antiquity and his influence upon Syriac Christianity.
His influence is so significant that Sebastian Brock states that he is one who “amply
deserves to stand side by side with his better-known contemporaries, Saint Athanasius,
Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, and Saint Gregory of Nyssa.”22 It is also worth noting that
many of his hymns were foundational and have remained so for the East and West Syrian
liturgical traditions. Furthermore, his commitment to Nicene orthodoxy set the tone for
the direction the churches of the Syriac tradition would follow.23
Ephrem was probably born of Christian parents in the region of Nisibis.24 He
spent most of his life in Nisibis in service to a series of bishops until Nisibis was handed
over to the Persians, thus forcing the Christians of that region to leave. At this point,
Ephrem went to Edessa, where he spent the last ten years of his life in service to the
church. As a deacon, poet, and theologian, Ephrem has a sizeable corpus. His writings

22. Brock, The Luminous Eye: The Spiritual World Vision of Saint Ephrem the Syrian, rev. ed.,
Cistercian Studies Series 124 (Kalamazoo: Cistercian, 1992), 13.
23. Ephrem the Syrian, Hymns, trans. Kathleen E. McVey, The Classics of Western Spirituality,
(Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1989), 3. For more on Ephrem and his relationship to Nicene theology, see
Ephrem the Syrian, Hymns on Faith, trans. Jeffrey T. Wickes, The Fathers of the Church 130 (Washington,
DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2015), 19–52.
24. For more biographical information, see Brock, “Ephrem,” Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of
the Syriac Heritage, 145–46; Kathleen McVey, “Ephraem the Syrian,” Encyclopedia of Early Christianity,
376–77.
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fall into four main categories: prose, artistic prose, stanzaic poetry (madrāše), and
homilies (mēmrē). His great corpus of writings, which became foundational for Syriac
Christianity, also had a great deal of influence on the whole of Christianity such that in
1920 he was declared by Pope Benedict XV to be a doctor of the church.25
Symbolic Theology of Ephrem
Paradox and Poetry
It has long been recognized that an important dimension of Ephrem’s approach to
symbolic theology is that of paradox. Much like biblical poetry, Ephrem’s poetry is
characterized by parallelism, a rhythmic repetition of words or notions that are either
similar or opposite to one another in form and meaning.26 In his study on Ephrem’s
symbolic theology, Kees den Biesen contends that from Ephrem’s point of view, “polar
relationships constructed by means of all kinds of oppositions are actually the best
literary expression of the symbolical nature of reality.”27 Sebastian Brock provides a
conceptual image for understanding this theological approach:
To illustrate in a simple way the basic difference between what one may call the
philosophical approach to theology, with its search for definitions, and the
symbolic approach, one may visualize a circle with a point in the centre, where
the point represents that aspect of God under enquiry. The philosophical approach
seeks to identify and locate this central point, in other words, to define it, set
boundaries to it. The symbolic approach, on the other hand, attempts no such
thing; rather, it will provide a series of paradoxical pairs of opposites, placing
them at opposite points around the circumference of the circle; the central point is
left undefined, but something of its nature and whereabouts can be inferred by

25. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 159. See also Sidney H. Griffith, “A Spiritual Father for the Whole
Church: The Universal Appeal of St. Ephraem the Syrian,” Hugoye 1 (2010): 197–220.
26. Kees den Biesen, Simple and Bold: Ephrem’s Art of Symbolic Thought, Gorgias Dissertations
26, Early Christian Studies 6 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2006), 53–54.
27. Biesen, Simple and Bold, 54.
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joining up the various opposite points, the different paradoxes, on the circle’s
circumference.28
The symbolic approach, then, attempts to capture something of the nature of what is
under discussion, not by attempting to precisely define what it is, but by providing
images (often multiple contrasting ones) that give a sense as to what the nature of any
given thing is. This approach of theologizing is grounded in Ephrem’s notion that God is
simultaneously transcendent and immanent with respect to creation.29 Furthermore, by
not seeking to explicitly define any aspect of God that is under inquiry, this symbolic
approach keeps the Creator-creation distinction in the forefront of any theological
investigation. As a result, the seeming paradox of God’s transcendent nature and God’s
dealing with creation is a reality best explored in the poetic form.
For Ephrem, God’s transcendence and immanence finds its fullest expression in
the incarnation. In one of his Hymns on the Nativity, where he reflects on the second
person of the Trinity becoming incarnate in the womb of the Virgin Mary, he uses rich
paradoxical imagery to explore this profound mystery:
The Establisher of all entered a Rich One;
He emerged poor. He entered her a Lofty One;
He emerged humble. He entered her a Radiant One,
and He put on a despised hue and emerged.
He entered, a mighty warrior, and put on fear
inside her womb. He entered, Nourisher of all,
and He acquired hunger. He entered, the One who gives drink to all,
and He acquired thirst. Stripped and laid bare,
He emerged from [her womb], the One who clothes all.30

28. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 24–25.
29. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 24–25.
30. Ephrem, “Hymn on the Nativity,” 11.7 (132). All citations of Ephrem’s Hymns on the Nativity
will be from Ephrem the Syrain, Hymns translated by Kathleen McVey.
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The way in which the various images are used in this passage highlight the paradoxical
nature of the incarnation. For example, God entering as “a Rich One” and emerging poor
sets up the contrast between the transcendent nature of God and the finite nature of
humanity that he took on by entering the womb of Mary. The contrasting images
continue to double down on the notion that the God who created and sustains the universe
humbled himself to the very needs of humanity that God himself provides for his creation
by taking on a human body.
Christ’s Baptism and Christian Baptism
Ephrem’s use of paradoxical images does not apply only to his discourse on God.
In fact, his use of such imagery is a foundational component for his theological reflection
in general, including the sacraments, to which we are about to turn. In Hymn on Virginity
7, Ephrem describes Christ’s baptism: “The Anointed, a nature that does not die, put on a
mortal body; / He dove down and brought up from the water the living treasure of the
house of Adam.”31 In this example, the immortal Christ clothed32 himself in a mortal
body and is baptized for the salvation of humanity.
Before exploring Ephrem’s imagery of the sacraments, it is helpful to briefly
mention the foundation of baptism in his thought. For Ephrem, Christ’s baptism
sanctified the river Jordan’s waters and all subsequent baptismal waters.33 Hymn on

31. Ephrem, “Hymn on Virginity,” 7.10 (295). All citations of Ephrem’s Hymns on Virginity will
come from Ephrem the Syrian, Hymns translated by Kathleen McVey.
32. This wording comes from Brock’s translation of the same passage. Brock, The Luminous Eye,
91.
33. Brock, The Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, Gorgias Liturgical Studies 4
(Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2008), 92; Brock, The Luminous Eye, 90. In Hymn on Faith 7, Ephrem
communicates the same idea, but describes that, in Christ’s baptism, he illuminates the Jordan with his light
just as he was shining on Mount Tabor during the transfiguration. Ephrem, Hymn on Faith 7.3, (100).
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Virginity 15 provides an example of this thought: “Blessed are your torrents, cleansed by
His descent. / For the Holy One, Who condescended to bathe in you, / descended to open
by His baptism, / the baptism for the pardoning of souls.”34 In this hymn, the Jordan’s
waters are cleansed by Christ’ baptism rather than Christ being cleansed by the Jordan.
Brock contends that this notion of Christ’s baptism can be found as early as Ignatius of
Antioch in the early second century. Brock quotes his Epistle to the Ephesians 18.2:
“Christ was baptized in order that by the experience he might purify the water.”35 Brock’s
rendering suggests that it is by Christ’s baptism (i.e., “the experience”) that the waters of
baptism are purified. However, Ferguson suggests that the expression τῷ πάθει (which
Brock renders as “the experience”) in Ignatius always refers to Jesus’s passion, thereby
connecting his baptism with his passion.36 Whatever the correct rendering of this text is,
it is surely the case that this notion of Christ’s baptism sanctifying the Jordan was picked
up and reflected upon in the early Christian tradition.37 Another important dimension of
Ephrem’s thought that Hymn on Virginity 15 demonstrates is the idea that Christ’s
baptism opened up the baptism of all Christians. Reflecting on this hymn, Ferguson says
that Christ’s baptism “was more than a prototype of Christian baptism; it was the
foundation of the institution itself.”38

34. Ephrem, “Hymn on Virginity,” 15.3 (326).
35. Brock, Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 92.
36. Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church, 109.
37. Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church, 113–16.
38. Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church, 502.
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Symbols of Anointing and Baptism
The next two sections are an account of some of the imagery Ephrem employs to
reflect on the sacraments. These aspects of Ephrem’s thought will enable us to find
common imagery between him, Jacob, and, ultimately, Narsai. I will begin with the
baptismal anointing and baptism and then turn to the eucharist.
Ephrem describes the Holy Spirit as a fire that dwells in the sacraments. The
notion of fire in the context of baptism became important early in the Syriac tradition and
may find its origins in the canonical gospels where Jesus promises to baptize with fire
and the Spirit.39 In Hymn on Faith 40, Ephrem marvels at the nature of fire and its
capabilities. He says that the fire bears “the mystery of the Spirit—the type of the Holy
Spirit: / [The Holy Spirit] is mixed with water for absolution, / And mingled in bread for
an offering.”40 The Holy Spirit is depicted as a fire not only at the waters of baptism, but
also in the bread of the eucharist. Likewise, in Hymn on Faith 10, Ephrem more explicitly
links fire with the Spirit at baptism: “Behold the fire and the Spirit in the river in which
you were baptized. / Fire and Spirit are in our baptism.”41
Ephrem also employs the imagery of a furnace in relation to the baptismal font:
Our teaching has been mocked, and they have expected it not to stand
On its own in a contest. They thought the furnace
Would rebuke its victory, for they saw the debaters
Troubled by questions. They have divided it,
And strayed from that Greatness whose depth cannot be explored,
Into which they were baptized. The scribes have wandered away in their
debating.42
39. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 94.
40. Ephrem, Hymn on Faith 40.10 (227).
41. Ephrem, Hymn on Faith 10.17 (124).
42. Ephrem, Hymn on Faith 39.4 (223–24).
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This language suggests that the imagery of furnace is applied to the baptismal font in this
context.43 This hymn begins by stating that, rather than those “debaters” who discuss
Christ’s birth, Christ loves those martyrs who proclaim his birth as the Son of God.44
These “debaters” who are mocking “our teaching” seem to think that the “furnace” (i.e.,
the baptismal waters) would give evidence for the downfall of the teaching. These
mockers have “divided” this furnace, the “Greatness whose depth cannot be explored,”
into which they are baptized.
Ephrem also employs the imagery of the womb to refer to baptism. In Hymn on
Virginity 7 he says concerning the baptizand: “They descended in debts as filthy ones and
ascended as pure babes since they have baptism, another womb. / [baptism’s] giving birth
rejuvenates the old just as the river rejuvenated Na’man.”45 This use of maternal imagery
to describe baptism finds expression in other places as well. Ephrem refers to baptism as
a mother that gives birth through the womb of her waters: “baptism is a mother who gives
birth daily to spiritual ones and solemnly raises new children for God. . . . Inside the
womb of baptism is the inner debt repaid.”46 Another dimension of these quotations from
Ephrem is the concept of new birth, which is closely tied to the womb imagery. This
image, which likely finds its origins in Jesus’s dialogue with Nicodemus in John 3, is

43. Wickes also suggests this language refers to the baptismal font. See Wickes’s notes 3 and 4 in
Ephrem, Hymn on Faith 39.4 (223–24).
44. Ephrem, Hymn on Faith 39.1 (223).
45. Ephrem, “Hymn on Virginity,” 7.7 (294).
46. Jones, “Womb of the Spirit,” 108.
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another common one in the Syriac tradition47 that gets picked up by later authors such as
Jacob and Narsai.
One of Ephrem’s most frequent images is taking off and putting on clothing, and
it is with this type of imagery that Ephrem can give a cohesive picture of salvation
history.48 In the Epiphany hymns attributed to Ephrem, the author introduces the concept
of the “robe of glory” in connection with baptism: “O children of the baptismal font, /
babes who without spot have put on Fire and Spirit, / preserve the glorious robe / that you
have put on from the water.”49 The connection between the robe that is put on at the
baptismal font and the exhortation to preserve that robe brings forth what Brock suggests
is an allusion to the parable of the wedding banquet in Matt 22:1–14, thereby connecting
the wedding garment with the robe of glory acquired at baptism that one must preserve to
attend the wedding feast.50
In Hymn on Virginity 7, Ephrem uses several images to convey that the baptismal
oil and waters draw, paint, and portray a new image: “With visible pigments the image of
kingship is portrayed, / and with visible oil is portrayed the hidden image of our hidden
King. / With the drawings that baptism labors to bring forth in her womb, . . . / she
portrays a new image. . . .”51 This wealth of imagery emphasizes that the baptismal

47. Jones, “Womb of the Spirit,” 106–07.
48. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 39. For more on Ephrem’s imagery of clothing, see ch. 5 of The
Luminous Eye.
49. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 93. Brock mentions that these hymns could be misleadingly
attributed to Ephrem and come from a later date.
50. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 94–95.
51. Ephrem, “Hymn on Virginity,” 7.5 (294).
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anointing is applied as if it were painted with “visible pigments” whose colors portray the
“hidden image of our hidden King.” Not only does the oil but the baptismal waters along
with the oil portray this new image.
In this same hymn we also find an emphasis on the baptismal oil as a mark of
ownership:
Oil is, therefore, the friend of the Holy Spirit and Her minister.
As a disciple it accompanies Her, since by it She seals priests and anointed ones,
For the Holy Spirit by the Anointed brands Her sheep.
In the symbol of the signet ring that in sealing wax marks its imprint,
also the hidden mark of the Spirit is imprinted by the oil on bodies
anointed in baptism and sealed in the dipping.52
Fundamental in the Syriac tradition is the notion of the baptismal oil functioning as a
mark of ownership, and this theme finds a wealth of expression in this hymn.53 The Holy
Spirit, along with the Anointed (i.e., Christ), uses the oil to brand, imprint, and seal, all of
which designates the status of the baptizands receiving the oil as one sealed by the mark
of the Spirit and owned by Christ.
Symbols of the Eucharist
Just as Ephrem connects the Holy Spirit with the imagery of fire in the context of
baptism, he likewise connects this imagery with the Spirit in the context of the eucharist:
Fire and Spirit are in our baptism.
Fire and the Holy Spirit are in the bread and the cup.
Your bread has slain the greedy one, who made us his bread.
Your cup destroys death, which, lo, had swallowed us up.
We have eaten you, my Lord, and we have drunk you,
Not to nullify you, but to receive life in you.54

52. Ephrem, “Hymn on Virginity,” 7.6 (294).
53. Brock, The Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 117.
54. Ephrem, Hymn on Faith 10.17–18 (124).
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In this hymn, the effects of the fire and Spirit that dwell within the eucharistic bread and
cup are twofold. First, they bring about the destruction of death, which had previously
held humanity captive. Second, by defeating death, humanity now can now receive the
Lord in the eucharist, which is to receive life.
Closely tied with the imagery of fire is the image of the coal of fire. This imagery
comes from the vision in the temple of the prophet Isaiah where the seraph holds the coal
with a pair of tongs and touches Isaiah’s lips (Isa 6:6). Ephrem takes this vision and
creates a connection with the eucharist: “The Seraph did not touch the coal with his
fingers. / It touched only the mouth of Isaiah. / [The Seraph] did not hold it, and [Isaiah]
did not eat it. / But to us our Lord has given both.”55 In this hymn, Ephrem suggests that
in the eucharist a greater mystery is at work, namely, that participants in the liturgy,
unlike the seraph and the prophet Isaiah, touch and consume the true coal of fire—the
body and blood of Christ.
Ephrem also employs medicinal imagery in relation to the eucharist. Though this
imagery is not exclusive to the Syriac tradition,56 it is employed in unique ways in
Ephrem’s writings. He refers to the eucharist as the medicine of life because of the
salvific significance of the incarnation: “Today let Eve / rejoice in Sheol, for behold the

55. Ephrem, Hymn on Faith 10.10 (123).
56. For example, Ignatius of Antioch refers to the eucharist as “the bread of immortality, the
antidote that we take in order not to die but to live forever in Jesus Christ.” Michael W. Holmes, ed. and
trans., The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic,
2007), 199. A contemporary of Ephrem, Gregory of Nyssa, uses similar imagery to refer to the eucharist:
“having tasted of that which dissolves our nature, we also necessarily were in need of something to bring
together again what had been dissolved, so that such a defensive [drug] working in us might drive out the
damage of the poison that was previously placed in [our] body by the proper antidote.” Gregory of Nyssa,
Catechetical Discourse: A Handbook for Catechists, trans. Ignatius Green (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 2019), 145.
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Son of her daughter / as the Medicine of Life came down to save / the mother of His
mother—the blessed Babe / Who will crush the head of the serpent that wounded her.”57
In this hymn, Christ is referred to as the medicine of life that, in his incarnation, came to
defeat Satan in order to bring salvation. For Ephrem, it is Christ’s hidden presence in the
eucharist that is above all the medicine of life: “Our Lord baptized humankind with the
Holy Spirit, / He nourished it with the Medicine of Life.”58
Elsewhere Ephrem puts medicinal imagery together with imagery of the fruit
from paradise to describe the eucharist. Ephrem in his Hymns on Paradise draws a
parallel between Paradise and the church: “The assembly of saints / bears resemblance to
Paradise: / in it each day is plucked the fruit of Him who gives life to all; / in it, my
brethren, is trodden / the cluster of grapes, to be the Medicine of Life.”59 The references
to the “assembly of saints” and their plucking of “the fruit of Him who gives life to all” is
a reference to the church’s celebration of the eucharist, and the parallel of the church to
paradise seems to indicate that the fruit imagery alludes to the fruit that Adam and Eve
were commanded not to eat. Indeed, Brock says this concerning the hymn: “we are
ourselves undergoing the same period of testing that Adam and Eve underwent: whereas
they were required to be obedient to the commandment not to eat of the Tree, we are now
required to be obedient to Christ, whose fruit we are actually permitted to eat daily.”60
Ephrem makes a connection between the fruit of the tree that they were commanded by

57. Ephrem, “Hymn on Virginity,” 13.2 (137).
58. Ephrem, Nisibis 46:8, quoted in Brock, The Luminous Eye, 99.
59. Ephrem, Hymn on Paradise, trans. Sebastian Brock, Popular Patristics Series (Crestwood, NY:
St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1990), 111.
60. Brock, Hymns on Paradise, 108.
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the Lord not to eat and the eucharist that the same Lord gave to them and commands
them to eat. This connection emphasizes that the eucharist is seen as the fulfillment of the
fruit of paradise.
Jacob of Serugh61
Jacob (451–521), known by the epithets “the Flute of the Holy Spirit and the Harp
of the Church,” stands alongside Ephrem and Narsai as one of the foremost Syriac poets
in Christian history.62 He was a younger contemporary of Narsai and perhaps a student of
him at the end of his directorship at the School of Edessa.63 Despite this, he took a
different christological position than Narsai did in the controversies that arose over the
divine and human natures of Christ.64 However, he rarely concerned himself with these
christological controversies and instead devoted his writings to a sort of practical and
spiritual theology.65
Jacob was born in Kurtam on the Euphrates in the middle of the fifth century.66
He was appointed chorepiscopus of Ḥawra in the early sixth century, ministering to the
rural churches of that region for many years. By 519, he was consecrated bishop of

61. Various spelling conventions for the city “Serugh,” such as “Sarug” will appear mainly in
footnotes, which are dependent upon the spelling in original publications.
62. Brock, “Yaʿqub of Serugh,” Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage, 433.
63. That is, of course, if we can find certainty as to the end of his directorship, which scholars
have already noted is difficult to determine. See pp. 23–24 above.
64. Finn, Early Christian Baptism and the Catechumenate, 188.
65. Jacob of Sarug, Homilies on Praise at Table, trans. Jeff W. Childers (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias,
2016), 2. For more on Jacob’s christological position, see Philip Michael Forness, Preaching Christology in
the Near East: A Study of Jacob of Serugh (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).
66. For biographical information see Brock, “Yaʿqub of Serugh,” Gorgias Encyclopedic
Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage, 433–34.
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Baṭnan in the district of Serugh southwest of Edessa. He is primarily known for writing in
the genre of 12+12 syllable mēmrē, composing nearly eight hundred of them, about half
of which survive. These all dealt with many different subjects as he creatively drew from
Scripture, the liturgy, doctrine, and both ecclesial and monastic life.67 Indeed, his style,
theology, and symbolism strongly echo his forebear Ephrem the Syrian.68
Symbolic Theology of Jacob
Symbols of Anointing and Baptism
Like Ephrem, Jacob understands Christ’s baptism to be the means of both
sanctification of the Jordan’s waters and the way that baptism is opened to all because of
Christ’s baptism. In Mēmrā 7 Jacob says that sanctification proceeds from Christ’s
baptism: “The Spirit did not come down to sanctify the water so that the holy Son / might
be baptized, for it was from the Son that sanctification proceeded.”69 In other mēmrē
Jacob also addresses Christ in regard to his baptism, saying, “By your hovering, the entire
nature of the water was stirred, since by your baptism you made it worthy to purify all.”70
In this context, Jacob asserts that by virtue of Christ’s baptism, the baptismal waters were
made worthy to give purification to all who might enter them.
According to Jacob, the Holy Spirit is said to heat the water with fire at Christ’s
baptism. Jacob says concerning Christ, “There went forth from him the Holy Spirit, who
stood over the water: / the heat of his might made the waters hot, / and his fire was

67. Jacob, Homilies on Praise at Table, 3.
68. Jacob, Homilies on Praise at Table, 2.
69. Finn, Early Christian Baptism and the Catechumenate, 193.
70. Quoted in Brock, Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 92.
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kindled in the streams before (Christ) descended.”71 While Brock notes that Christ is
typically seen as mixing the waters with fire, in this instance Jacob attributes the heating
of the baptismal waters to the Holy Spirit depicted as a fire.72 Again in Mēmrā 7 Jacob
describes baptism as containing fire and the Spirit, yet he introduces birth imagery as
well: “This baptism which the Son of God opened up, / It gives birth to new and immortal
children for the Father; / it burns with Fire and the Spirit, giving birth in divine fashion, /
so that as a result of it men may become sons of God.”73 In subsequent lines, Jacob
creatively interchanges fire and the Spirit imagery with the imagery of the baptismal
waters giving birth.
Jacob also develops the birth imagery to depict the baptismal waters as a mother
who gives birth from her womb:
A new mother instead of the old has been given
to the prostrate Adam; and when she gives birth to him he will find salvation.
For instead of Eve, Baptism has entered and taken her stand,
ready to give birth to immortals in spirituality;
instead of that mother who gave birth to feeble corpses,
this mother gives birth to living beings, rational and immortal . . .
the womb of water, in place of that bodily womb,
has begun to produce (tapre) rational ‘images’, in a spiritual way.74
In this instance, Jacob masterfully interweaves various images to describe baptism’s
operative work. In a typological fashion, he states that baptism is a new Eve in that
baptism has taken her place as the mother of a new humanity, one that is living, rational,

71. Brock, “Baptismal Themes in the Writings of Jacob of Serugh,” Symposium Syriacum 1976:
célebré du 13 au 17 septembre 1976 au Centre Culturel “Les Fontaines” de Chantilly (France), (Rome:
Ponticifum Institutum Orientalium Studiorum, 1978), 334n44.
72. Brock, “Baptismal Themes in the Writings of Jacob of Serugh,” 344n44.
73. Finn, Early Christian Baptism and the Catechumenate, 194.
74. Brock, “Baptismal Themes in the Writings of Jacob of Serugh,” 345–46.
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and immortal in contrast to the feeble corpses of the previous birth. The imagery of
baptismal waters as a womb provides another contrast so that in place of Eve’s bodily
womb, baptism uses the womb of water to give birth in a spiritual way to these “rational
images.”
Jacob also views the waters of baptism as being forged into an armory that
humans can be plunged into to receive armor to engage in battle with Satan: “I am
making the baptismal water as it were into an armoury, / and unless a man enter it and put
on armour he cannot fight.”75 Here Jacob refers to Jesus forging armor in the baptismal
waters that subsequent baptismal candidates are plunged into to receive the armor of
baptism. This application of the armor is striking because, while this imagery in Ephrem
usually refers to the prebaptismal anointing, in Jacob it refers to the baptismal waters.76
Baptism is also likened to a furnace that not only forges armor for baptismal
candidates but also reforges their image that was marred by sin. Jacob, reflecting upon
Christ’s baptism, gives these words to Christ in response to John’s questioning his
coming to baptism: “I am entering the furnace of water / so that mankind, who have
grown worn out, may be recast with my imprint, / I desire them to come, as I do, to the
fountain / so that they may be imprinted spiritually with my coin.”77 Here Jacob shows
both continuity and discontinuity with Ephrem in regard to his employment of imagery.
He follows Ephrem in likening the baptismal waters to a furnace. But again, as with the

75. Jones, “Womb of the Spirit,” 163.
76. Jones, “Womb of the Spirit,” 163.
77. Brock, “Baptismal Themes in the Writings of Jacob of Serugh,” 337–38.
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armor imagery, Jacob attributes the act of imprinting of Christ’s image on the baptizand
to the baptismal waters, not to the anointing with oil.
Like Ephrem, Jacob also ascribes the image of the robe of glory to the event of
baptism. The robe of glory image is one that goes back to Jewish interpretations of Gen
3:21 and is one that is especially picked up by Jacob.78 According to Jacob, Christ
“placed the robe of glory in the womb of the baptismal water.”79 This fact allows Jacob
then to say to baptized Christians: “you have put on, in the water, that robe of glory
which was stolen away, among the trees.”80 This alludes to the fall of humanity in Gen 3,
in which humanity lost the robe of glory that baptism, by virtue of Christ’s baptism, gives
back to humanity.
Brock states that, in contrast to Ephrem and Narsai, Jacob has little to say in his
writings about the baptismal oil.81 Despite this, he has things to say about the oil that are
worth identifying. As we noted above, the oil as a mark of ownership is a common image
in the Syriac tradition,82 and Brock identifies two places where Jacob shows an awareness
of this. First, Jacob says, “Christ puts his mark on my forehead” as an exhortation to
baptism, and then in another place he says, “they have marked you with oil; with the
cross of light is your face marked.”83 While not explicit from these examples, perhaps the

78. Brock, “Baptismal Themes in the Writings of Jacob of Serugh,” 336.
79. Brock, “Baptismal Themes in the Writings of Jacob of Serugh,” 336.
80. Brock, “Baptismal Themes in the Writings of Jacob of Serugh,” 336.
81. Brock, “Baptismal Themes in the Writings of Jacob of Serugh,” 338.
82. Brock, Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 117.
83. Brock, “Baptismal Themes in the Writings of Jacob of Serugh,” 339.
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mark of the “cross of light” upon the face of those anointed can be an indication of their
belonging to Christ. Whatever the case may be, Brock suggests that this lack of attention
to the anointing may be explained by Jacob’s concern with Christ’s baptism.84
Symbols of the Eucharist
Like Ephrem, Jacob attributes healing benefits to the eucharist. In his mēmrā On
Partaking of the Holy Mysteries,85 Jacob warns his congregation that the Evil One wants
to deprive them of the benefits of the mysteries by driving them away from the
eucharistic liturgy.86 He then exhorts his congregation to treat their spiritual illnesses by
participating in the eucharist: “Tell your soul: Woe unto you, full of sores, / this is the
time to receive medicine for your wounds. / This is the time to shed tears before the one
who treats you, applying mercy to your illness that torments you. / Behold: this is the
time when the gate of the Great Physician is opened; / he treats freely, so bring in your
sore that he may take care of it.”87 In this instance, Jacob exhorts his congregants to treat
their spiritual wounds with the medicine that is the eucharist. This medicine is given to
them by Christ, the Great Physician, who opens the gate at the time of the eucharistic
liturgy so that they may receive the medicine for healing.88

84. Brock, “Baptismal Themes in the Writings of Jacob of Serugh,” 338.
85. Jacob of Sarug, On the Partaking of the Holy Mysteries, trans. Amir Harrak (Piscataway, NJ:
Gorgias, 2009).
86. “But the Evil one presses people to steal away men at the time of the mysteries, / to deprive
them of the gift of the House of God.” Jacob, On Partaking of the Holy Mysteries, 32.
87. Jacob, On the Partaking of the Holy Mysteries, 34.
88. “Physician” is a title commonly attributed to Christ in the Syriac tradition. Robert Murray,
Symbols of Church and Kingdom: A Study in Early Syriac Tradition (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2004), 199–
203. See also Jacob, On the Partaking of the Holy Mysteries, 14.
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Jacob also envisions the eucharist as fruit from the Tree of Life, drawing parallels
between the imagery of Paradise and the eucharistic liturgy: “Behold the Tree of Life—
our Lord! It carries its fruits / full of life to those who eat them from his table. / O you
who are bitten by the snake that killed Adam: / Go in and take refuge in the Tree of Life
who will heal you. / Plant your lives in the Service full of mysteries, / so that you may
bear sweet fruits of glory for the Lord of Eden.”89 Here Jacob refers to Christ as the true
tree of life whose fruits (i.e., the eucharist) give life and healing to those who eat them in
the eucharistic bread and wine.
My exploration into Ephrem and Jacob has yielded a rich deposit of images from
the larger Syriac tradition that will help to explicate Narsai’s mēmrē on the sacraments.
baptism, institutionalized by Christ’s baptism in the Jordan, is a new birth from the womb
of baptism that is heated by the fire of the Holy Spirit. Candidates that partake of baptism
are clothed with the robe of glory once lost in Adam but now returned in Christ. A new
image is painted on the baptizands as they are anointed and baptized; they are stamped
like sheep with the brand of Christ. As newly born Christians, they come to the spiritual
meal befitting their spiritual birth—the eucharist. The flaming coal that not even the
seraph could hold nor Isaiah could consume Christians now feed on at the eucharistic
liturgy. It is their spiritual nourishment, their medicine that brings healing to their souls,
the fruit of the garden that Christ gives to his church.
Conclusion
I began this chapter by considering some prominent arguments concerning
Theodore’s influence on Narsai’s thought. While Theodore certainly had a great deal of

89. Jacob, On the Partaking of the Holy Mysteries, 20–22.
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influence on Narsai in many respects, to cast Narsai into Theodore’s shadow does not do
justice to him as a creative expositor of his East Syrian tradition. I also constructed an
approach to Syriac symbolic theology from the writings of Ephrem the Syrian and Jacob
of Serugh to aid my reading of Narsai’s mēmrē. I have shown that they employ a myriad
of images to communicate the function and significance of the sacraments. Their example
is emblematic of the wider Syriac tradition of symbolic reflection to which Narsai is an
heir.
The next chapter begins a more focused exploration of Narsai’s mēmrē under
consideration for this thesis. In what follows, I will show that Narsai is a creative
mystagogue who reshapes the materials and influences from his East Syrian tradition to
suit his own purposes in providing instruction on the sacraments. Therefore, while many
of the images surveyed in this chapter will find direct parallels in Narsai, others will be
creatively adapted to suit his purposes for delivering his mystagogical catecheses to the
newly born disciples of the Master, the Messiah.
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CHAPTER III
SYMBOLISM OF THE SACRAMENTS IN NARSAI’S MYSTAGOGY
In the preceding chapters, I have described mystagogy in Late Antique
Christianity, presented Narsai as a witness to mystagogy, and provided some categories
to understand Syriac symbolic theology in Late Antiquity, thereby providing us with a
lens by which to read Narsai’s mystagogical mēmrē in their Syriac context. We are now
ready to turn to Narsai’s mēmrē on the sacraments as the focus of this study. In this
chapter, I will analyze the symbolism Narsai employs to communicate the function of the
baptismal anointing, baptism proper, and the eucharist.
To that end, this chapter is structured in the following way. First, I will unpack a
series of symbols and images Narsai employs in explicating the sacraments of the
baptismal anointing, baptism, and the eucharist. In each instance, I will use the categories
employed in chapter 2 to provide a lens through which to read Narsai’s mēmrē and
elucidate his employment of Syriac symbolic theology. For each component I explore
(anointing, baptism, the eucharist), I will bring in the other mystagogues—Cyril of
Jerusalem, John Chrysostom, Theodore, Ambrose, and Augustine1—to compare their

1. It will be clear through the course of this chapter that the Greek mystagogues (Chrysostom,
Cyril, Theodore) figure more prominently in the comparative analysis than do Ambrose and Augustine.
This is not due to an oversight but is rather an intentional limitation on the scope of this thesis. The reason
for this is twofold. First, all these Christian authors share a common tradition such that to focus on every
common theme or image that they use would certainly be beyond the scope of this thesis. Rather than focus
on every commonality, the starting points for comparison are Narsai’s unique contributions with respect to
imagery, metaphor, themes, and the like, followed by a comparison with the other mystagogues to the
extent that they have similarities with Narsai. Second, Ambrose and Augustine in particular do not share
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discussions of the sacraments with Narsai’s. While it could be asserted that they share
many common images, themes, and the like, the primary focus of this chapter will be on
the unique contributions of Narsai and the extent to which similarities can be found (or
dissimilarities) between him and the other mystagogues. For one, most of the shared
imagery, metaphors, themes, and the like can be explained by the larger Christian
tradition these Christian mystagogues have in common, which consists (essentially) of
the same canon of Scriptures as well as sacraments that make up the constituent parts of
their mystagogical reflection.2 It is demonstrated that, while there are some similarities
between Narsai and these mystagogues, there is just as much that reflects his unique
contribution as a Syriac poet-theologian.
It will be evident in the following analysis that the various images and metaphors
I explore are not easily separated into rigid categories. This is because any given set of
images will most likely be bound up with and illuminated by other sets of images. This is
surely due to the essentially dynamic and fluid character of Narsai’s approach to
symbolic reflection, one that is common to his Syriac heritage. This does not mean,
however, that Narsai does not present a coherent theological account of the sacraments.
While he may not express his thought in a systematic fashion, he is nevertheless a

many of the unique themes Narsai brings out in his mystagogy whereas the Greek mystagogues tend to
have more in common.
2. This statement is merely meant to serve in clarifying the scope of this thesis. It is not meant to
be misleading or suggestive of the very issues I deal with in the first chapter, namely, the claim that these
Christians all participated in a monolithic tradition that had no variation or unique contextual dimensions to
them. To be sure, it has been recognized that the canon of Scripture can vary between various ecclesial
traditions. On this point and more regarding Scripture in the Syriac tradition, see Sebastian Brock, The
Bible in the Syriac Tradition, 3rd rev. ed. (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2020). Nevertheless, it would be
equally misleading to suggest that these differences are so significant that these various Christians would
not have been able to recognize one another, let alone we be able to recognize them and the common
heritage they share.
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profound theological expositor of the sacraments. To that end, I will be to give an
account of his theological vision of the sacraments in a systematized way.
Symbols of Anointing
Mark of Ownership
Like Ephrem and Jacob, Narsai views the prebaptismal oil as a mark signifying
that the one being signed now belongs to Christ. The first of his many remarks reflecting
this idea is found in Mēmrā 39: “Behold, the king on high stretches out to him the hand
of the Spirit, / placing in his hand the signet of his name in order to seal his sheep.”3 In
these two lines, God (i.e., the king on high) gives to the priest “the signet of his name” for
the purpose of sealing “his sheep,” namely, the baptismal candidates. The significance of
the image of a “seal” and “signet” along with the image of a “sheep” is that the anointing
transfers the identity of the baptismal candidate to that of a sheep in the flock of God, the
Good Shepherd,4 as they are stamped with the signet of God, which marks them as
belonging to God. As these baptismal candidates gather like sheep into a flock, the priest
“imprints them with the seal of the life of his Lord’s word,” the word that declares them
to be the sheep of his pasture.5 The result of this anointing is that they begin their
entrance into the church. Continuing the imagery of the sheep and their mark of
ownership, Narsai says that their being signed by the priest allows them to enter through
the “sheep-fold” of the church in order “to mingle with the flock” of disciples.6

3. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.91–92.
4. Jones, “Womb of the Spirit,” 145–46.
5. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.97–98.
6. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.247–248.
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In the same mēmrā, Narsai clarifies that the signet God gives to the priest is “the
name of his incomprehensible divinity.”7 The phrase, “name of the divinity” appears
numerous times in Narsai’s mēmrē, which refers simultaneously both to the name of the
referent and to the referent behind the name, according to Adam Becker.8 In this case, the
name and the referent of the name is God himself. Understood in this way, more is being
associated with the baptismal oil than simply the name of God. In fact, God is so closely
associated with the signet of the oil that it is God’s name—God himself—with which the
candidates are signed. In other words, to carry Becker’s point forward, the candidates are
signed by the name of the Divinity and thereby are signed by the Divinity himself.
Another image Narsai uses to communicate the prebaptismal anointing’s function
as a mark of ownership is that of the oil as a sharp cutting tool. Narsai says that “The
priest holds the iron implement of the oil in his fingertips / using its sharp edge to sign the
body and the senses of the soul.”9 Brock suggests that this image is closely related to the
Jewish rite of circumcision, thereby seeing Christian anointing as a type of spiritual
circumcision:
Circumcision, the initiation rite of the Old Covenant, was replaced by ‘a
circumcision not made with hands’ (Col 2:11) under the Christian dispensation,
and in the Antiochene area it was the later Jewish initiation rite for a convert,
consisting of circumcision followed by baptism, that provided the model for the
new Christian rite, in which anointing took the place of circumcision. It was very
probably this exact parallelism between circumcision and anointing that gave the
rise to the imagery, otherwise surprising, of the ‘sharpness’ of the oil.10
7. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.291.
8. Adam Becker, “Names in Fervent Water: Ritual and the Mediating Power of the Divine Name
in Narsai’s Mēmrē” in Narsai: Rethinking His Work and His World, ed. Aaron M. Butts, Kristian S. Heal,
and Robert A. Kitchen (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 35.
9. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.295–96.
10. Brock, The Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 119.
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Just as circumcision was performed with a sharp cutting tool, so now Christian baptismal
anointing is depicted by Narsai as a spiritual circumcision, as the priest wields the oil’s
sharp edge with which he signs candidates. Witkamp likewise remarks that Narsai’s
language of the sharp cutting tool is reminiscent of the background of spiritual
circumcision for the baptismal anointing in the Syrian tradition.11 For example, this idea
can be found in Ephrem: “The anointing of the People was—a foreshadowing of Christ;
their rod a mystery of the Cross; their lamb a type of the Only begotten; their tabernacle a
mystery of your Churches; their circumcision a sign of your sealing.”12 Ephrem draws
several connections between Israel and the church in this context, with Israel and her
ordinances “foreshadowing” Christ, but for our purposes it is important to draw out his
connection between Jewish circumcision and the “sign of your sealing” (i.e., the
baptismal anointing) that the candidates receive. In this context, Narsai’s imagery fits
nicely with the previous images that depict the significance of the oil marking the
baptismal candidate as one belonging to God. Just as Jewish circumcision marked the
people of Israel as belonging to God, so too does the Christian baptismal anointing for
God’s people who belong to Christ.
Furthering the mark of ownership symbolism, Narsai depicts the sealing of the
candidates with the divine name as a mark of their servitude. In Mēmrā 39, he states that
they are sealed with the name of the Divinity “in order to serve at his pleasure as a

11. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 248. For more on the background of circumcision in
relation to the baptismal anointing, see Brock, The Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 119–21;
Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 233–34.
12. Ephrem, Hymn for the Feast of the Epiphany 3.13 (NPNF2 13:270).
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soldier.”13 The seal, then, is the condition for which the candidates become servants of
“the king of kings.”14 Just as when a king imprints his seal on hot wax, thus signifying his
mark, so likewise when the candidates are sealed with the name of the Divinity, they are
branded as those owned by the Divinity. Furthermore, they are described as soldiers in
service to the Divinity, thus indicating that the candidates, as soldiers of the “king of
kings,” battle against evil forces as in spiritual warfare.15
Theodore employs similar images to Narsai to communicate the baptismal oil’s
function as a mark of ownership. He explains to the baptismal candidates that, by virtue
of their anointing, they are “stamped as a lamb of Christ and as a soldier of the heavenly
King.” 16 These commonalities between Narsai and Theodore are unremarkable, given
that both these metaphors appear elsewhere in the Christian tradition predating both
authors. We recall that Ephrem uses the sheep imagery in his description of the anointing:
“Oil is therefore the friend of the Holy Spirit and Her minister. / As a disciple it
accompanies Her, since by it She seals priests and anointed ones, / for the Holy Spirit by
the Anointed brands Her sheep.”17 Thus for Ephrem, one of the functions of the baptismal
oil is that it signifies the one being anointed as a sheep belonging to the flock of the
Anointed One—Jesus Christ. While this does not demonstrate a direct correlation
between Narsai and Ephrem, it shows that there was a common understanding in the

13. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.380.
14. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.379.
15. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 247.
16. Theodore, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Lord’s Prayer, 46
17. Ephrem, “Hymn on Virginity,” 7.6 (294).
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Syrian tradition of the image of the baptizand as a sheep who is branded with the
baptismal oil, thus belonging to Christ. With respect to the soldier metaphor, we find
similar language in a Syriac baptismal commentary known as AR, which Brock suggests
is earlier than Theodore and Narsai. AR states that the baptismal oil “is the imprint of the
heavenly king which is put (lit. falls) on the spiritual soldier.”18 While it would be
misleading to suggest Narsai or Theodore pulled directly from AR, the fact that these
sources share common baptismal anointing imagery leads us away from the presumption
that Narsai is influenced only by Theodore in this regard.
Narsai presents a few unique contributions with respect to the baptismal oil’s
function of marking ownership. Unlike Theodore, he refers to the oil as the signet of the
“incomprehensible divinity.” Even though both Theodore and Narsai account for the
recitation of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit at the anointing, Narsai’s continued
reference to the “incomprehensive Divinity” and the “name of the Divinity” suggests a
tighter relationship between the oil and agent of the signing, namely, the Divinity.
Narsai’s other contribution is on the baptismal oil as a cutting tool, which is reminiscent
of the Jewish rite of circumcision. Though it is the case that Ephrem seems to also
present us with this association, Narsai is the first to present this imagery in mystagogy
proper.
Protection
As we have seen, Narsai presents the baptismal anointing as a seal that sets
candidates aside as soldiers who fight against the Evil One. To engage in this battle,

18. Brock, “Some Early Syriac Baptismal Commentaries,” 37.
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however, they need equipment suitable for battle. Narsai envisions the baptismal oil as
providing such equipment:
He draws the three names on their faces like a shield,
so that the tyrant may see the image of the Divinity on the person’s head.
The purpose of the sign on the forehead is to shame the demons,
so that when they perceive [it] on the person’s head, they will be conquered by it.
The mysteries of the oil and water occur on account of [the demons],
to serve as armor against the onslaught of their attacks.
The armor is the oil with which earthly ones are anointed,
so they will not be taken captive by spirits in the hidden combat.
It is the great seal of the king of kings with which they have been sealed,
that they may fight as soldiers on the spiritual field of battle.19
In this example, the baptismal anointing serves two different functions related to warfare.
As a defense, it shields the candidate with the “image of the Divinity,” like a set of armor
to defend them against the attacks of the demons on the spiritual battlefield. However, it
also functions offensively, to “shame the demons,” thereby conquering them and
rendering them powerless over the candidates. To be sure, it is not the oil that does this,
but “it is the power of the Divinity that confers power to [the person’s] weakness.”20
Narsai reiterates this point a few lines later when he says that the Spirit enables the oil to
confer power on the candidates.21 As a result, they are fortified, both in body and soul, so
that they can courageously “fight battles against the Evil One.”22 In short, it is the name
of the Divinity peering out from the forehead of the candidates that both shields attacks
from the demons while also disarming them.

19. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.341–50.
20. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.394.
21. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.401–02.
22. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.405–06.
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Several of the other Christian mystagogues share common imagery that
communicate the baptismal oil’s protective function. Cyril asserts that the prebaptismal
anointing (which he calls exorcised oil) is a symbol both of sharing in Christ and a means
of providing protection from “every trace of the enemy’s power.”23 These effects of the
oil are activated, so to speak, by “invocation of God together with prayer.”24 Cyril refers
to anointing as putting on “the armor of the Holy Spirit,” but this is with respect to the
postbaptismal anointing, which is nonexistent in Narsai’s liturgy and therefore not
reflected on in his mēmrē.25 Despite this difference of where the anointing is applied, it is
clear that the imagery is similar.
Chrysostom states that candidates are anointed with the sign of the cross “in order
that the enemy may turn away his eyes. For he does not dare to look you in the face when
he sees the lightning flash which leaps forth from it and blinds his eyes.”26 Again, he says
that God anoints the candidates with the sign of the cross to “hold in check all the frenzy
of the Evil One; for the devil will not dare to look upon such a sight.”27 He also employs
a combat metaphor to describe the effects of the anointing: “How true is it that Christ
does not stand aloof but is entirely on our side you may see from this: He anointed us as

23. Cyril, “Mystagogic Catechesis,” 2.3 (174).
24. Cyril, “Mystagogic Catechesis,” 2.3 (174).
25. Some have erroneously taken Narsai to be reflecting on a supposed “post-baptismal
anointing.” See p. 29 above.
26. Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 52.
27. Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 169.
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we went into the combat, but He fettered the devil.”28 Much like Narsai, it is the power of
God (i.e., Christ) that confers this power upon the oil to combat the Evil One.
Theodore likewise describes the anointing as protection: “we are rightly stamped
in a place that is higher than our face, so that from afar we may frighten the demons, who
will not then be able to come near us and injure us.”29 Again, for those who would want
to use this line from Theodore to explain Narsai as an imitator, this imagery appears in
the baptismal commentary AR: “Now oil is the invincible armour against the
adversary.”30 Furthermore, the fact that this type of reflection is shared by Cyril and
Chrysostom as well suggests that this imagery is commonplace in the larger late antique
Christian tradition.
While it is the case that the baptismal oil as protection features prominently in the
other mystagogues, Narsai’s approach to the metaphor presents some unique
contributions. His statement that the candidates are signed with the “three names,” which
is the “image of the Divinity” peering from their forehead, is a unique interpretation on
his part. In the case of the other mystagogues, while the function of the anointing is
similar, none of them suggest that the “image of the Divinity” or anything equivalent is
enabling the protective functions of the oil.
Medicine and Healing
Narsai also speaks of the oil as having healing properties. Reflecting on the
priest’s anointing baptismal candidates, he says,

28. Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 58.
29. Theodore, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Lord’s Prayer, 47.
30. Brock, “Some Early Syriac Baptismal Commentaries,” 37.
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O the wonder that a human performs by means of what is not his,
marking susceptible bodies so that the inside hurts.
He performs the office of a doctor on the parts [of the body] too,
touching the outside so that pain reaches the insides.
He applies the remedies of his craft to body and soul,
healing by divine power both what is manifest and what is hidden.
Divinely he compounds the drug entrusted to his hands,
unfailingly healing all diseases by its power.
He has opened the door of the holy temple like a clinic,
caring for the sicknesses and bandaging the hurts of his colleagues.
With the external sign he touches the hidden diseases inside,
and then he applies the drug of the Spirit by the symbol of the water.31
While this passage is descriptive of the priest’s actions, the reflections on the oil are of
interest for my purposes. The oil is compared to a remedy a doctor uses to cure a person’s
wounds. In this case, however, the remedy of the baptismal oil, by divine power, heals all
diseases of body and soul. Narsai asserts that God “compounds the drug entrusted to his
hands,” thereby indicating that God uses the baptismal oil as a vehicle for mediating his
healing power. Specifically, God mediates his “divine power” through the oil, namely,
the Holy Spirit. Furthermore, the Spirit is referred to as a “drug” that, once applied to the
anointing, cures the ailments of both body and soul.
Narsai’s presentation of medicinal imagery for the function of baptismal anointing
is a unique contribution among late antique mystagogy. However, this is not to suggest
that Narsai’s use of medicinal symbolism is unique to him. For instance, Ephrem’s Hymn
on Virginity 4 presents an array of images and typological connections with respect to the
baptismal oil, one of which is the healing properties of the oil: “Oil gave itself to the sick
that they might gain by it all helps, / as the Anointed Who gave Himself to gain by Him

31. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.325–34.
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all glories.”32 In this example, Ephrem draws a parallel between the oil’s restorative
properties and Christ’s ability to heal others for his glory. For Narsai, Christ is not
explicitly mentioned as a link to the oil, but rather the divine power is granted to the oil
by the Spirit in order that it would heal the baptizand. Of course, this is not to suggest a
direct borrowing from Ephrem but rather demonstrates a similar symbolic vision these
two authors share, very likely drawing on a common tradition. In sum, while Narsai does
not seem to be unique with respect to medicinal imagery for anointing, his employment
of it in a mystagogical text is the first of its kind and a unique contribution in this arena of
sacramental reflection.
Symbols of Baptism
Furnace, Fire, and Spirit
The symbols of fire and furnace occur often in Narsai’s mēmrē, and they are used
to depict the Spirit’s operation in baptism. For instance, furnace imagery appears at the
beginning of Mēmrā 39: “As in a furnace he recast our image in baptism, / and in place of
our clay he has made us into spiritual gold.”33 For Narsai, baptism is a crucible in which
God purges the baptizand of the impurities in the clay of their mortal selves, thereby
remaking their image in the furnace’s fiery waters.34 Later in the same mēmrā, Narsai
describes the act of God’s “divine nod” in preparing the baptismal waters for the
candidates: “His divine nod erected mystically a furnace of water, / and instead of fire he
has heated it with the Spirit of the power of his will. / He made the artifact an artisan over

32. Ephrem, “Hymn on Virginity,” 4.5 (277).
33. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.5–6.
34. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 81.
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his handiwork, / that it should recast itself in the furnace of the water and the Spirit’s
fervent heat.”35 Narsai depicts the Spirit as a fire that heats the baptismal furnace so that
it can be effective in forging a new image in the baptizand. This language of fire in
relation to baptism recalls an early Christian tradition—going back at least as early as
Justin Martyr—where Jesus’s baptism set the Jordan ablaze with fire.36 This fire was
emblematic of the Spirit’s presence at baptism.37 Therefore, when Narsai describes the
heat and fire present at the candidate’s baptism, he is asserting the Spirit’s presence and
operative power in baptism. Narsai describes this function with more specificity in
Mēmrā 38:
As in a furnace he recasts bodies in baptism;
as in a fire he consumes the thorny branches of mortality.
He casts the drug of the Spirit into the water, as into a furnace,
purifying the image of the person from uncleanness.
By the Spirit’s heat he scours away the tarnish of body and soul,
and in place of clay they acquire the hue of heavenly beings.38
From the starting image of baptism as a furnace, Narsai can produce an array of imagery
to describe the function and meaning of baptism. The fire of the Spirit in the waters
cleanses the baptizands so that they can have their image purified, thereby obtaining the
heavenly image. This restoring of the image is ultimately grounded in the life of the
Second Adam, Jesus Christ, whose own baptism opened the spring of baptism for all.39 In
his mēmrā on Epiphany, Narsai further elucidates this point. Narsai, depicting Jesus

35. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.273–74.
36. Kilian McDonnell, “Jesus’ Baptism in the Jordan,” Theological Studies 56 (1995): 231.
37. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 85; McDonnell, “Jesus’ Baptism in the Jordan,” 231–32.
38. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.93–100.
39. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.1–2.
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reflecting on his baptism, says, “The comely image of our bodily structure has been
tarnished and worn away. / I will descend (to) scour away the filth of iniquity from its
features. / In a crucible of water, I will mould our supreme image; / and instead of fire, I
will breathe in it a spirit of life.”40 Jesus undergoes baptism for the sake of wiping away
the stains of iniquity that cover all humanity. He cleanses these stains, not with fire, but
by breathing the spirit of life. Narsai clarifies earlier in Mēmrā 6 that this “spirit of life” is
“the Spirit” using the water to refashion the human image.41
Chrysostom and Theodore both demonstrate similarities with Narsai regarding
furnace and fire imagery related to baptism. Chrysostom states that the baptizand is a
vessel “rusted with the rust of sin” that must be smelted anew by being plunged into the
waters of the furnace, letting “the grace of the Spirit fall” on them rather than flames.42
Theodore depicts the baptismal waters as a furnace where the baptizands “will be
renewed and refashioned” in order that they may assume “an immortal and incorruptible
nature.”43 While it is the case that these mystagogues share this imagery, Narsai
demonstrates his creative appropriation of it, specifically, his employment of artisan
metaphors in conjunction with the furnace imagery. Furthermore, these mystagogues
seem to be participating in a common heritage of symbolism within the eastern Christian

40. Narsai of Nisibis, “A Homily on the Epiphany of Our Lord,” 257–60 in Narsai of Nisibis,
Narsai’s Metrical Homilies on the Nativity, Epiphany, Passion, Resurrection and Ascension: Critical
Edition of Syriac Text, trans. Frederick G. McLeod, S.J. Patrologia Orientalis 40.1 (Turnhout, Belgium:
Brepols, 1979), 87. All subsequent citations of Narsai’s “A Homily on the Epiphany of Our Lord,” will be
from this translation by Frederick McLeod.
41. Narsai, “A Homily on the Epiphany of Our Lord,” 250 (87).
42. Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 138–39.
43. Theodore, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Lord’s Prayer, 56–57.
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tradition, since not only do both Theodore and Chrysostom have this imagery, but we
find it in Ephrem as well.44
Painting
Painting and other related metaphors supply some of Narsai’s favorites regarding
his discussions on baptism.45 We have already seen that Narsai opens Mēmrā 39 with the
imagery of furnace and fire, but he also employs painting metaphors in the same: “He
desired to paint us spiritually, without pigments, / so that the beauty of our image would
not again become tarnished with mortality.”46 In this instance, baptism is described as a
craft in which God engages as he spiritually paints the baptizands with a new image.
Inspiration for these images seems to come from Narsai’s reading of Gen 1–2, where God
creates humanity in his image.47 In his mēmrā on Epiphany, Narsai describes God as the
“Painter” who fashioned Adam, depicting limbs on the colored clay of his body,48 an
image that provides the background for the description of God as the Painter and Artist
who exercises his creative craft in baptism.49
Just as Narsai depicts the creation of humanity with painting imagery, so too the
fall. In Mēmrā 6, Narsai says, “The beautiful colors of his soul faded because of (his)

44. Ephrem, Hymn on Faith 39.4 (223–24).
45. For a fuller treatment on painting metaphors in Narsai, see Eva M. Rodrigo Gómez, “Painting
Metaphors as Means of Theological Expression in Narsai,” in Narsai: Rethinking His Work and His World,
ed. Aaron M. Butts, Kristian S. Heal, and Robert A. Kitchen (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 187–97.
46. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.7–8.
47. Gómez, “Painting Metaphors as Means of Theological Expression in Narsai,” 191. For a fuller
treatment on the image of God in Narsai, see Frederick G. McLeod, “Man as the Image of God: Its
Meaning and Theological Significance in Narsai,” Theological Studies 42 (1981): 458–68.
48. Narsai, “A Homily on the Epiphany of Our Lord,” 1–2, 5, 7 (71).
49. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.9–11.
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desire for fruit; / and he acquired the color of mortality by (his) eating of it. / Sin effaced
the name of life (belonging to) the royal image / and inscribed on his name corruption,
and death upon his limbs.”50 He likewise alludes to the defacement of humanity in
Mēmrā 38: “The tarnish of passions had defaced the beauty of our capacity to discern.”51
The fall is characterized by Narsai as a defacing of the piece of art that is the image of
God in humanity.52
It is fitting, then, that Narsai would characterize redemption as a work of art. In
Mēmrā 38, God, seeing the defaced image of humanity, “turned and painted us with
spiritual pigments that cannot be spoiled. / Skillfully he compounded the pigments for the
renewal of our race, / with oil and water and the almighty power of the Spirit.”53 It is
through the material elements of baptism—oil and water—that God, by the Spirit,
restores the image to humanity that was lost in Adam and now restored in the Second
Adam, Jesus Christ.
It is with painting metaphors that Narsai demonstrates his unique contributions as
a mystagogue. With that being said, he does seem to be drawing from an earlier Syriac
tradition of symbolic reflection such as we see in Ephrem. We recall that Ephrem
employs terms such as “visible pigments” and the action of drawing to convey the art of

50. Narsai, “A Homily on the Epiphany of Our Lord,” 27–30 (73).
51. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.7. See also Narsai, “On the Epiphany of Our Lord,” 31–32 (73): “(The
image) became tarnished and wasted away for a long time in (his) mortal condition; / and death trampled
him and corrupted the beauty of his rational being.”
52. Gómez, “Painting Metaphors,” 193.
53. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.8–10.
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anointing and baptism.54 However, while Ephrem’s works do not suggest a mystagogical
context or purpose, Narsai’s mēmrē clearly do, which gives even more reason to highlight
his contributions to the task of mystagogical catechesis.
Womb and Birth
Womb and birth imagery are also often associated with baptism in Narsai’s
mēmrē. In Mēmrā 38, Narsai compares baptism to both human reproduction and the
creation waters:
Where had anything like this ever occurred or been accomplished,
that the womb of the water should give birth to infants, without intercourse?
Who has ever heard of one kind giving birth to another kind,
as an unintelligent nature now [gives birth to] a rational one?
Although the waters generated creeping things and birds,
no one has ever heard of water giving birth to humans.55
In this passage, Narsai likens the baptismal waters to a womb that gives birth to the
baptizands. These images certainly find their home within the wider Syrian tradition,
which draws upon the Johannine scene of Jesus’s discussion with Nicodemus in which
Jesus asserts that one must be born of water and Spirit to see the kingdom of God (John
3:3–5).56
That being said, Narsai takes the images of womb and birth and further develops
them in two respects. First, he brings in the concept of insemination into his depiction of
baptismal birth.57 While human insemination is needed for human reproduction, Narsai

54. Ephrem, “Hymn on Virginity,” 7.5 (294).
55. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.15–20.
56. Brock, Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 102–06; Chalassery, Holy Spirit and
Christian Initiation, 76–78; Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 86; Jones, “Womb of the Spirit,” 141–43.
57. For a fuller treatment on insemination and theories of reproduction in Narsai, see Ellen
Muehlberger, “Extraordinary Conceptions: Insemination and Theories of Reproduction in Narsai’s
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construes baptism as not in need of physical insemination for its waters to bring forth life.
Rather, the priest’s verbal consecration of the baptismal water “translates”58 it from a
passive to active entity that begets spiritual children: “Like a seed he casts his word into
the womb of the waters, / so that they conceive and bring forth a new and unconventional
birth.”59
Second, he compares baptismal begetting with the creation waters which give
birth to living creatures. (Gen 1:20, 24). Specifically, Narsai draws a typological
comparison between these two waters so that while the waters of creation gave birth to
various animals, the baptismal waters give birth to humans.60 Narsai’s comparison finds
commonality with the Epiphany hymns attributed to Ephrem:
In the beginning the Spirit that brooded—moved on the waters; they conceived
and gave birth—to serpents and fishes and birds.—The Holy Spirit has brooded in
Baptism,—and in mystery has given birth to eagles,—Virgins and Prelates;—and
in mystery has given birth to fishes,—celibates and intercessors; and in mystery
of serpents,—lo! The subtle have become simple as doves!61
Like Ephrem, Narsai draws a comparison between the waters of creation that conceived
and gave birth to animals and other creatures and the baptismal waters that give birth to

Thought,” in Narsai: Rethinking His Work and His World, ed. Aaron M. Butts, Kristian S. Heal, and
Robert A. Kitchen (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 175–85.
58. Muehlberger, “Extraordinary Conceptions,” 182.
59. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.141–42.
60. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 323–324. One might find it curious that Narsai does not
mention the Spirit in this passage with reference to either baptism or creation. Witkamp has suggested,
following Brock’s lead, that Narsai follows the tradition of Ephrem and Theodore (among others,
presumedly) that interprets Gen. 1:2 ()$( ܕܐ$# )ܪܘas referring to “a mighty wind” rather than the
“divine Spirit” or “Spirit of God.” For the reception history of this phrase in Gen 1:2 in the Syriac tradition,
see Sebastian Brock, “The ruaḥ Elōhīm of Gen 1,2 and Its Reception History in the Syriac Tradition,” Fire
from Heaven: Studies in Syriac Theology and Liturgy (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2006), 327–49.
61. Ephrem, Hymns for the Feast of Epiphany 8.16 (NPNF2 13:278).
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regenerated human beings. However, while Ephrem puts emphasis upon the Spirit’s
movement over the waters, Narsai leaves out any mention of the Spirit. Rather, elsewhere
in Mēmrā 38 he hints towards the agent at work in the act of new birth in baptism: “The
command that ‘said . . . . and there came to be’ rational and unintelligent things— / it
gives a command by [the priest] and humans become new beings. / The declaration the
waters heard so that they generated creeping things— / they hear the same from the
priest’s mouth and they generate people.”62 The agent63 that was at work at the creation
waters and that is at work in the baptismal waters is “the command,” or, as Beck puts it,
“God’s generative speech.”64
The birth imagery that has the most commonality among the mystagogues. In
Cyril, we find a statement that baptism is the time in which baptizands “were born” and
that the waters become for the baptizands a “mother,” yet beyond this statement he gives
no further reflection on the significance of these images.65 In a similar manner, Augustine
makes passing references to baptism as birth in his sermons on the eucharist delivered to
the newly baptized.66 Of the newly baptized he says that they were “called askers,
because they were agitating their mother’s womb, asking to be born. They are called

62. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.135–38.
63. While God is the primary actor in Narsai’s thought, this does not mean that he denigrates the
intermediary role of the priest. Indeed, Narsai more than any other mystagogue reflects extensively on the
role of the priest. While a full account of Narsai’s understanding of the priest’s mediatory role is beyond
the scope of this thesis, it will be briefly considered in ch. 4.
64. Beck, “Names in Fervent Water,” 28.
65. Cyril, “Mystagogic Catechesis,” 2.4 (174).
66. As it is mentioned in ch. 1, there are no extant copies of Augustine’s baptismal catechesis,
though in Sermons 228 and 229A, addressed to the infantes (newly baptized), he makes passing references
to their baptism that had previously occurred.
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infants because they have just now been born to Christ.”67 Again, in another sermon he
tells the newly baptized that they “have been born again to new life.”68 Beyond these
comments, however, Augustine makes no mention of baptism in his catechetical sermons.
Theodore often refers to baptism as a “second birth,” alluding to John 3:4–5.69
While Theodore gives more attention to birth imagery than any other mystagogue (except
Narsai), to suggest Narsai is strictly dependent on Theodore is not necessary. For one, the
fact that the imagery seems to derive from John 3 alone should caution us to these claims,
for it is with their Scriptures that these mystagogues find the grounding of their reflection
on the sacraments. Furthermore, birth imagery has already been shown to be common in
the early Syriac tradition so that it is plausible to suggest that Narsai also pulls from other
sources beside Scripture and Theodore.70 Another factor to consider is what is precisely
meant by the employment of the birth imagery. It seems to be the case that the two have
different outlooks, with Narsai stating baptism is birth without qualification while
Theodore states it is birth insofar as it symbolizes the real birth at the resurrection.71
Ambrose and Cyril share with Narsai one image of baptism’s correspondence
with the creation waters. Ambrose uses this comparison in his explanation of why the
ritual act consists of dipping in water: “you have read about water; ‘Let the waters bring
forth creatures having life,’ and creatures having life were born. They indeed were in the

67. Augustine, Sermon 228.1 (257).
68. Augustine, Sermon 229A.1 (269).
69. Theodore, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Lord’s Prayer, 54–55.
70. Ephrem, “Hymn on Virginity,” 7.7 (294); Jones, “Womb of the Spirit,” 108.
71. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 364–65.
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beginning of creation, but for you it was reserved for the water to regenerate you unto
grace, just as water generated other creatures unto life.”72 It is perhaps understandable
that Ambrose would make this connection, given that he would be more comfortable with
seeing the “spirit” of Gen 1 as a reference to the Holy Spirit, whereas Narsai does not
make that connection but rather attributes the work of creation to “God’s generative
speech.”73 Likewise, in Cyril, we find a discussion of baptism and the creation waters in
his prebaptismal instructions.74 He, like Ambrose, poses the question of why grace is
given through water and then proceeds to give an answer from the Genesis narrative:
“Earth is the abode of water, but the earth is made of water. . . . Water was the beginning
of the universe, and the Jordan was the beginning of the gospels.”75 In Cyril’s case, the
correspondence with Genesis is there, but he does not emphasize the connection in terms
of birth as Narsai and Ambrose do, but rather the beginning of the creation and a new
creation. Even in the case of Ambrose who highlights the birth imagery, Narsai’s imagery
is far more vivid, with the further emphasis upon the womb of the waters and the birth
taking place without intercourse.

72. Ambrose, “The Sacraments,” 3.1.3 (290).
73. However, as already shown, there is an example of seeing the spirit of Gen 1 as the Holy Spirit
in the Syriac tradition, even if their interpretive heritage generally did not make this connection.
74. This fact that Cyril presents a prebaptismal lecture on baptism seems to be evidence against
the claims made by Cyrillian scholars that Cyril’s instruction on the sacraments came only after their
initiation. Perhaps this apparent contradiction would be resolved if the author of the Mystagogic Catecheses
is in fact not Cyril of Jerusalem while the pre-baptismal instructions are authentic.
75. Cyril, “Catechesis,” 3.5 (91). All subsequent citations of Cyril of Jerusalem’s Catechesis will
be from Edward Yarnold, Cyril of Jerusalem.
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Clothing
Narsai also uses clothing imagery in his depiction of baptism, deriving several
different functions or results of baptism with the same image of clothing. This is yet
another popular image for Syriac authors that may find its background in the letters of
Paul when he speaks of “putting on Christ” in baptism (Rom 13:14; Gal 3:27).76 Indeed,
this idea is echoed in the Epiphany hymns attributed to Ephrem: “Descend my sealed
brethren, put ye on our Lord.”77
Before his exposition of the baptismal rite, Narsai invites his audience to pay
close attention to the mystery to be performed in baptism: “And come, mortals, gaze
upon a fully mortal nature / that sloughs off its passions in baptism and clothes itself in
life.”78 The effects of baptism upon the baptizand are twofold: the passions are taken off,
like a garment, and in their place life is put on. The idea of the passions being taken off is
further elucidated in Mēmrā 38. The baptizands “strip off sin and death, casting them
away in baptism, / in the manner of those garments that our Lord left in the tomb when he
departed.”79 For Narsai, the act of baptism, which effects a removal of sin and death,
symbolizes Christ’s act of leaving behind his burial garments at his resurrection. In other
words, in their imitating of Christ stripping off his garments in the tomb, they symbolize
in their baptism Christ’s death and resurrection:

76. Brock, Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 61. For more on this imagery in the
Syriac tradition, See Brock, Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 61–67. For clothing and its
significance in the baptismal liturgy of Theodore of Mopsuestia, see Schwartz, Paideia and Cult, 134–35.
77. Ephrem, Hymn for the Feast of the Epiphany 4.1 (NPNF2 13:271).
78. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.33–34.
79. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.193–94.
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[Participating] mystically with our redeemer they go into the womb of baptism, /
in the manner of those three days inside the tomb. / Three days our redeemer was
among the departed; / also the person being baptized—three times are three days.
/ Truly they die a symbol of that death that the life-giver of all died, / and truly
they live in the manner of unending life.80
Many interesting insights can be gleaned from this passage—such as Narsai’s
explanation of three dips in the baptismal water as imitating Christ’s three days in the
tomb—but for our purposes it is important to highlight Narsai’s combination of the
womb and tomb imagery for baptism. Even though Narsai’s preferred image for baptism
is that of birth, in his discussion of the ritual actions, he typically emphasizes the Rom 6
image of dying and rising.81 This interpretation of the ritual act that seems to fuel the
image of baptism as taking off the garments of sin and putting on the garment of life.
Once the newly baptized Christians rise from the water, they are granted new
clothing fitting for their new birth. Narsai gives an extensive explanation of these
garments:
Instead of swaddling clothes they put garments on their limbs,
adorning them like bridegrooms on the day of the wedding feast.
They also fulfill aspects of the wedding feast in baptism,
by their adornment depicting the glory prepared for them.
By the beauty of their garments they proclaim the beauty beyond;
here is the symbol, but there is the reality beyond any doubt.
They are summoned to the imperishable kingdom on high,
and the mystery elucidating it portrays the reality in advance.
In a symbol of that incorruptible glory they put on garments,
that they may imitate mystically the things to come.82

80. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.187–92.
81. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 319. For the Pauline notion of baptism as death and
resurrection (Rom 6:3), see Narsai, Mēmrā 39.277–78, 285–86; 38.161–64, 167–70, 191–92, 209, 267–70.
82. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.199–210.
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Several images are worth highlighting here. First, the baptismal garments symbolize the
adornment of the bridegroom at the wedding feast. The bridal adornment imagery finds
its background in the parable of the wedding banquet where one guest is thrown out for
not having a wedding robe (Matt 22:12).83 This bridal imagery in connection to baptism
is a popular image in the early Syrian tradition related to Christ’s baptism, which was
considered his betrothal to the church.84 Second, the robes also symbolize the restoration
of the robe of glory that was lost in Adam and now restored in Christ through baptism.
This is apparent when Narsai states that the garments they put on are “a symbol of that
incorruptible glory.”85 In Mēmrā 38 Narsai refers to the robe of glory once more, using
the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32) as a foil for interpreting the baptismal
liturgy.86 God, symbolized by the father of the prodigal son, welcomes the baptizands—
symbolized by the returning son—with a feast of the eucharist, the ring of the Spirit, and
with “the glorious robe of glory.”87
Several of the other mystagogues likewise employ clothing imagery with respect
to baptism. Cyril interprets the ritual act of the baptizands’ taking off their clothes prior to
their anointing and baptism as their putting off the old person (Col 3:9) before they

83. Syriac Christians would have also understood this to be a reference to baptized Christians who
had spoiled their garment—the robe of glory—provided for them at their baptism. Brock, Holy Spirit in the
Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 66.
84. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 325. See also Brock, Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal
Tradition, 66.
85. For more on the robe of glory image in the Syriac tradition, see Brock, Luminous Eye, 85–97.
See also Brock, Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 61–6; Brock, “The Robe of Glory: A
Biblical Image in the Syriac Tradition,” The Way 39 (1999): 247–59.
86. Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 327–28.
87. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.238.
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become new in Christ.88 The difference, however, is that this imagery is employed only
to the act of physically taking off garments for their baptism while Narsai applies this
concept to the act of baptism.
Chrysostom states that baptism is the time when the baptizand puts off “the old
garment of sin and puts on the royal robe.”89 He also refers to baptism as Christ himself
wrapping himself around the baptizand as a garment.90 The emphasis on the robe as
“royal” might evoke the grandeur or beauty of the new life candidates are baptized into.
If this is the case, then this is similar to Narsai insofar as he refers to the beauty of the
garments and the incorruptible glory they symbolize, though Chrysostom does not reflect
further on his use of the image, leaving us in speculation in this regard.
Theodore states that after baptism, the baptizands also receive garments that
symbolize the immortality and incorruptibility they have received.91 This is reminiscent
of what we see in Narsai, but like Chrysostom, he does not give much reflection on the
garment beyond this, leaving us to wonder to what degree the same background for the
imagery is in mind. Narsai seems to stand much closer to Ephrem and his favored image
of the robe of glory in his language of “incorruptible glory” and “glorious robe of glory,”
which has a specific background with the loss of the robe in the first Adam and its
recovery in the second Adam, Christ.92

88. Cyril, “Mystagogic Catechesis,” 2.2 (173).
89. Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 52.
90. Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 162–63.
91. Theodore, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Lord’s Prayer, 68.
92. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 85–97. AR likewise shows a parallel with Narsai. See Brock,
“Some Early Syriac Baptismal Commentaries,” 45, 55.
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Even with these similarities, Narsai still shows forth unique contributions. For
one, his employment of the parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11–32), which includes
reflections on the baptismal garment as a recovery of the robe of glory, is unique among
the mystagogues. Furthermore, while Narsai clearly seems to reflect the Syriac tradition
of the robe of glory such as we find it in Ephrem, his employment of the metaphor is still
distinct in that he applies it specifically in a catechetical context and within the
framework of one of Jesus’s parables, something that we do not see in Ephrem.
Symbols of the Eucharist
Coal of Fire
Like Ephrem, Narsai employs the imagery of the coal of fire from the vision of
Isaiah (Isa 6:6) in his discussion of the eucharist. Narsai sets up a comparison between
the coal of fire that Isaiah saw and the eucharist of which the newly baptized Christians
now partake:
Isaiah saw a coal of fire coming towards him,
which a seraph of fire was holding in a hand of fire.
It touched his mouth—though it did not truly touch it—
truly obliterating the iniquity of his body and soul.
The seer did not see a sensible vision,
nor did the spiritual being bring a physical coal towards him.
He saw a hint of the mystery of the body and blood in the coal,
which, like fire, consumes the iniquity of mortals.93
The parallel Narsai draws between the coal of fire and the eucharist lies in the benefits of
forgiveness of iniquity. For Isaiah, his mouth was touched (although it was not truly
touched, according to Narsai) with the coal, and his iniquities were destroyed (Isa 6:7).
Narsai then draws the link to the eucharist in that both the coal of fire and the eucharist

93. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.383–90.
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consume “the iniquity of mortals.”94 Indeed, such a close link is drawn between the two
because Isaiah did not see “a sensible vision,”95 nor was the seraph holding an actual
coal, but rather Isaiah saw “a hint of the mystery of the body and blood” of Christ—that
which Christians partake of in the eucharist. In other words, Isaiah, in his vision, saw the
sacrament of the eucharist, the body and blood of Christ.96
Of the other mystagogues, Narsai shares the coal of fire imagery with Theodore.
Recounting Isaiah’s vision, Theodore asserts that the coal of fire from his vision was “a
figure of the Sacrament that was to be given to us.”97 While Theodore is unique in this
similarity with Narsai compared to the other mystagogues, we again must not assume a
direct relationship here. For one, I have already demonstrated that the coal of fire imagery
can be seen in Ephrem as well.98 While it could be the case that Narsai is directly
influenced by Theodore in this regard, it is just as likely that this was inherited by
Ephrem or that it is simply a part of the larger theological outlook of the Syriac (indeed,
Christian) tradition.99

94. Kochuparampil, “The Mystery Dimension of the Eucharistic Liturgy in Narsai’s Liturgical
Homilies,” 89.
95. For more on Narsai’s understanding of the revelation of divine things, materiality, and visual
perception, see Becker, “Names in Fervent Water,” 35–39.
96. Narsai’s interpretation that what Isaiah saw was in fact the eucharist seems to be unique in the
Syriac tradition, but perhaps not without a background. Ephrem in his Commentary on the Diatessaron uses
the term “coal of fire” with reference to Christ: “The Coal of Fire that came to burn away thorns and
thistles (Gen 3:18) dwelt in a womb, refining and sanctifying that place of pangs and curses (Gen 3:16)”
(Brock, The Luminous Eye, 103).
97. Theodore, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Lord’s Prayer, 118.
98. Ephrem, Hymn on Faith 10.10 (123).
99. For a study of Narsai’s interpretation of Isa 6, which provides a helpful section of comparative
analysis with other interpreters in the early Christian tradition, see Thomas Kuzhuppil, The Vision of the
Prophet Isaiah: A Theological Study of Narsai’s Interpretation of Isaiah 6 (Rome: Institutum Patristicum
Augustinianum, 2006).
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Medicine and Nourishment
Narsai also employs medicinal imagery—and related images—in his depiction of
the function of the eucharist:
Using the food of his body they expel death from their bodies,
and with his living blood they give their minds life to drink.
They nourish body and soul with the food of his body and his blood,
overcoming Satan and death by the power of his gift.
By the power of his gift they have washed and been cleansed of their sins,
acquiring power to fight against the passions.100
The function of the food and drink of Christ’s body and blood expelling death from the
communicants implies the healing function of the eucharistic elements. It is conceivable
that this understanding of the eucharist could draw upon the Gospel of John where Jesus
is the bread of life that fulfills all hunger (John 6:35) and whose flesh and blood is
consumed for the gift of eternal life (John 6:52–58). A parallel with Ephrem can be seen,
who says that the “bread has slain the greedy one,” the “cup destroys death,” and that, by
partaking of the eucharist, participants, “receive life” in Christ’s presence.101 Even though
Ephrem uses the terms “bread” and “cup” while Narsai uses “food of his body” and
“living blood,” the context of both passages alerts us to the eucharistic overtones.
Narsai’s description of the liturgy likewise communicates this function of the
eucharist in a vivid way:
He prepares the living sacrifice, setting it before their eyes,
and summoning them to contemplate it with the soul’s affection.
...
With the pen of his word he draws an image of the crucified,
pointing out his suffering and his exaltation as though with his finger.
...
As if for a dead person he spread out the bed with the holy vessels,
100. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.273–78.
101. Ephrem, Hymn on Faith 10.17–18 (124).
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picking up and laying out the bread and wine as though it were the deceased.
Symbolically he performs the burial day of the king.102
In an ekphratic103 way, the priest’s words and actions in the preparation of the eucharistic
elements depict the scene of Jesus’s burial. The preparation of the bread and wine upon
the altar are performed such that they correspond to Jesus’s body being prepared for
burial in the tomb, thus reminding the audience of the sacrificial death of Christ that both
defeats death and grants them life.
The eucharist also provides other benefits alongside eliminating death, such as
providing nourishment. Narsai clarifies that this nourishment is in keeping with their new
birth: “They begin traveling in the way of spiritual life, / living by spiritual food as
spiritual beings. / Their mystical birth occurs spiritually, / and the nourishment prepared
for them also corresponds to their birth.”104 Just as natural food is fitting for natural
beings, those born a spiritual birth in baptism likewise have spiritual nourishment in the
eucharist to aid them in their spiritual growth. Narsai communicates this point by
employing a rather graphic image for comparison to the eucharist. The newly baptized,
suck the divine mysteries like milk,
and [the mysteries] bring them gradually, like children, to the things to come.
A spiritual mother prepares spiritual milk for their lives,
putting into their mouths the body and blood, instead of breasts.
Using the body and blood the church sustains the lives of the children of her
womb,

102. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.313–14, 317–18, 323–25.
103. Ekphrasis (ἔκφρασις) is a type of descriptive speech that is meant to engage the audience
with a striking rendition of an event such that it brings it vividly before their eyes as if they were
experiencing the event. Schwartz, Paideia and Cult, 119. For more on ekphrasis, see Ruth Webb,
Ekphrasis, Imagination, and Persuasion in Ancient Rhetorical Theory and Practice (Burlington, VT:
Ashgate, 2009).
104. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.213–16.
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reminding them of the great love of her betrothal.105
Just as a mother provides milk for her newborn children, the church likewise nourishes
her newborn children with the body and blood of Christ, sustaining them as they grow
toward spiritual maturity.106
Narsai’s final exhortation in Mēmrā 38 communicates through various healing
images the importance of receiving the eucharist regularly:
Come, let us be earnest to approach it in a holy fashion,
that we might get from it the medicine that is suitable for our wounds.
Let us apply it constantly like a salve to [our] senses and faculties,
that it may drive out from us [both] infirmity of body and laxness of soul.
It is a good medicine that his power compounds in [his] goodness,
and there is no hidden or visible sickness that can resist it.
The physician on high has compounded it and given it to earthly ones,
so that by its help they might heal their minds’ diseases.
In faith let us all apply it to our blemishes,
that we may acquire from it the resurrection of the body and the redemption of
our soul.107
Several images are of note in this passage. The eucharist is referred to as a “medicine . . .
. suitable for our wounds” as well as a salve, or ointment, that is to be applied to the body
to cure both body and soul. “The physician on high” (i.e., God) is an allusion to the
image of Christ as the Great Physician, one that is readily employed in the Syriac
tradition.108 We have already seen the employment of this image in Jacob: “Behold: this

105. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.219–24.
106. The employment of this sort of imagery finds an intriguing parallel in Discourse XII of the
Book of Steps: “This church, with its altar and baptism, gives birth to men and women as children, and they
suck her milk until they are weaned.” Brock, The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life,
Cistercian Studies Series 101 (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Pub., 1988), 48. Perhaps there is also in the
background an allusion to 1 Pet 2:2–3 where the audience, as newborn infants, is exhorted to long for the
spiritual milk that will enable their growth into salvation. However, this connection is not clear.
107. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.513–22.
108. Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 199–203.
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is the time when the gate of the Great Physician is opened; / he treats freely, so bring in
your sore that he may take care of it.”109 The image of Christ as a physician fits the
context of the employment of medicinal imagery with reference to the eucharist. The
logical outcome of partaking of this medicine of life, Narsai suggests, is the obtainment
of the resurrection and redemption of the soul.
In the other mystagogues, we find interesting, yet probably indirect, parallels with
Narsai’s medicinal and nourishing imagery. In one of Cyril’s lectures on the eucharist, he
gives specific instructions regarding the bread and the cup that find interesting parallels.
Concerning the bread, he says, “Before you consume it, carefully bless your eyes with the
touch of the holy body.”110 Likewise, he gives instructions after receiving the cup, “While
your lips are still moist, touch them lightly with your hands and bless your eyes, your
forehead and your other senses.”111 This idea of blessing the senses with the eucharistic
elements is also found in Theodore: “You press it with great and true love to your eyes
and kiss it, and you offer (to it) your prayers as if to Christ our Lord.”112 These remarks
on the eucharist find some commonality with Narsai’s final exhortation to apply the
sacrament “like a salve to [our] faculties and senses,” but the line of demarcation between
these mystagogues and Narsai is that Narsai is more descriptive as to the purpose of
applying the sacrament to physical senses, namely, that it will bring about their healing
and resurrection into immortality. Regarding the Syriac tradition prior to Narsai, Robert

109. Jacob, On the Partaking of the Holy Mysteries, 34.
110. Cyril, “Mystagogic Catechesis,” 5.21 (186).
111. Cyril, “Mystagogic Catechesis,” 5.22 (187).
112. Theodore, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Lord’s Prayer, 113–14.
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Murray makes mention of Aphrahat’s Demonstration ‘On Almsgiving’ where it is said
that “the Gentiles lick the wounds of our Saviour—his Body which they receive and
place on their eyes,”113 yet no explanation is given for why this practice is done. Narsai’s
comments are unique in this regard.
Chrysostom attributes to the eucharist a protective ability such that the
participants are untouched by the attacks of the devil. So he says that God “has also
prepared a food which is more powerful than any armor, so that you may not weary in the
fight, and that you may dine joyously and then win the advantage over the wicked
one.”114 This seems to be indirectly related to Narsai’s remarks that the eucharist can
“overcome Satan and death,” but this imagery more clearly aligns with Narsai’s
protective view of the anointing. In another place, Chrysostom makes similar statements
about the protective power of the eucharist and adds that “these spiritual banquets” give
participants strength “by the nourishment they give.”115 The nourishment of the eucharist
finds commonality with Narsai, yet Narsai is far more expressive in the imagery he uses
to communicate the nourishing effect of the eucharist.
Fruit of Eden
Closely related to the medicinal imagery is Narsai’s employment of the imagery
of the fruit of Eden. In Mēmrā 38, Narsai depicts salvation history with the symbolism of
the eucharist corresponding to the fruit of Eden:
The Evil One slew us with food in the beginning and made us slaves,
and through food the Creator has chosen to revive us now,
113. Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 60.
114. Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 60.
115. Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 78.
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By the hand that wickedly picked the fruit of Eden,
by the same he has wisely held out fruit to us.
In Adam he cursed us and gave us as food to voracious Death,
and by a child of Adam he has opened for us the spring of his sweetness.
By our very nature he has accomplished his will, demonstrating his love,
so that the statement in which he called us his image might be confirmed in us.116
Following Narsai’s reflection on the eucharist as the coal of fire, this passage from
Mēmrā 38 is certainly a continued reflection on the eucharist, though with new imagery.
The “fruit” or “food” in this context alludes to the eucharistic elements and demonstrates
an employment of this imagery characteristic of his Syriac tradition. For instance, we
have already seen in the previous chapter that Ephrem employs images pertaining to the
fruit of paradise that helps elucidate the significance of the eucharist.117 That being said,
Narsai provides a sustained reflection on the same fruit imagery within the context of
salvation history that emphasizes its importance in different ways. The fruit is both that
which had slain humanity and now revives humanity. By human hands, they picked and
ate of the fruit, thus bringing about the curse of sin and death. However, in light of the
Second Adam, Jesus Christ, through the hands of the priest, the Creator now holds out the
fruit of his Son’s body and blood that grants life to all who eat of it so that the image of
God in humanity can be fully realized.
With the fruit of Eden imagery that Narsai demonstrates a unique contribution
among the mystagogues. While it is the case that there is a parallel here with Ephrem and
Jacob (which itself suggests that this sort of imagery for the eucharist is paradigmatic of
Syriac imagery in general), Narsai’s reflection on this image is far more extensive than

116. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.403–10.
117. “The assembly of saints / bears resemblance to Paradise: / in it each day is plucked / the fruit
of Him who gives life to all.” Ephrem, Hymn on Paradise VI.8 (111).
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either of these two, further demonstrating his unique contribution to this mode of
symbolic reflection. The image of nourishment (related to these two images) finds at least
a hint of parallel with John Chrysostom who calls the spiritual banquet a place of
nourishment. However, he has no elaborate imagery to communicate the nourishing
effects of the eucharist, while Narsai employs maternal imagery in vivid ways to
communicate the reality that the eucharist is the spiritual milk befitting of newborn
spiritual infants. Furthermore, his employment of this imagery in an explicitly
catechetical context is the first in any Christian mystagogue, a fact that further supports
Narsai as a unique contributor to this mystagogical tradition.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have analyzed the images and metaphors Narsai employs to
communicate the function and meaning of the sacraments. Furthermore, I have isolated
some that reflect a distinct Syriac symbolic theological approach to reflecting on the
sacraments. It is clear that Narsai draws significantly on a shared Antiochene and Syrian
tradition. However, we see that Narsai does not simply mimic his Syriac heritage (just as
he does not simply imitate Theodore). Indeed, he demonstrates his own creative
appropriation of these various symbols and metaphors in his explication on the efficacy
of the sacraments, one that is at once in step with his Syriac heritage while also attentive
to the context of his presentation of the sacraments, namely, his mystagogical mēmrē.
Narsai attempts to guide the newly baptized through their initiation into the
Christian faith via the sacraments. In their baptism and anointing, they were transferred
from the realm of the evil one to the kingdom of God. Those who were once enslaved to
sin and death now, by their anointing, are marked, stamped, “circumcised,” as belonging
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to Christ. They are enlisted as soldiers in service to their king, prepared to engage in
spiritual warfare, fitted with the spiritual armor of their anointing. Their identity in Christ
is further solidified in the metaphor of being clothed in Christ. To be plunged into the
waters of baptism is to be engulfed in life; it is to be refashioned by the Artisan, who
paints anew the incorruptible image of his glory on the baptizands; it is to be born anew
from the womb of the waters. The newly baptized no longer reflect the stains of sin and
death, but they now reflect the glory of the kingdom on high by their spiritual garments.
As newly born spiritual children of God, these new Christians need nourishment
fitting for their new life to aid them in growth as they anticipate the resurrection. For that,
Christ has given to his church his body and blood to nourish them. Narsai’s vivid imagery
of the church sustaining her children not with milk but with the body and blood of her
Lord emphasizes the nourishment and life given to Christians in the eucharistic assembly.
Just as it nourishes, the eucharist also brings healing. The newly baptized Christians will
still sin in this life and thus need aid in their journey. The eucharist is the tangible symbol
of the healing of their spiritual wounds and purging of death from their bodies that Christ
offers to them with his body and blood via his efficacious sacrifice on the cross. They are
reminded of the necessity for returning to the eucharist for this forgiveness and healing
because, while sin and death entered by the fruit of the garden consumed by Adam, the
Creator graciously chose to revive them by the fruit of Christ’s body and blood, which is
plucked and distributed by the hand of the children of Adam who have been revived by
the Second Adam, Jesus Christ.
In this analysis, it is important to remember that Narsai is reflecting on the
sacraments in the context of the liturgy. This is important to highlight because it is not
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only the sacraments that are a part of his reflection but also those persons who are
participants in the liturgy. In other words, Narsai’s mystagogical mēmrē present, as it
were, not just reflection on the sacraments but the entirety of the liturgy itself, constituent
parts, persons, and all. Indeed, they are designed to be part of the performance. His
synthesis of his reflection on these various components of the liturgy are meant to
demonstrate to his audience that what they did in the baptismal liturgy was participate in
an enactment of the economy of their salvation. In the next chapter, I will analyze the role
of the participants of the baptismal liturgy. I will unpack Narsai’s unique contributions in
Late Antiquity to the reflection on the meaning and significance of the persons involved
in the performance of the sacraments of the baptismal liturgy to gain fresh insights into
this profound Syriac mystagogue.
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CHAPTER IV
SYMBOLISM OF THE PERSONS IN NARSAI’S MYSTAGOGY
In the previous chapter, we analyzed the variety of images and symbolism Narsai
employs in his explication of the function of the sacraments. We unpacked Narsai’s
unique contribution in this respect to the task of mystagogy in Late Antiquity. However,
the sacraments are not without participants who partake of these sacraments in the
liturgy. In this chapter, the task will be to analyze Narsai’s reflections on the persons—
clergy, catechumens, and others—that participate in the sacraments of the liturgy. This
will be accomplished by unpacking the role these persons play in the liturgy with respect
to the sacraments. The significance of such an exploration is twofold. First, it grounds the
practice of the sacraments in a context of a worshipping community1 that involves
participants with various roles with respect to the sacramental observances, thus
providing a wide-angle lens, as it were, to view the performance of the sacraments—
material elements, participants, and all. Second, this aids in our understanding of the way
Narsai constructs the participants for the hearers of his mēmrē, thereby giving a particular
shape to the conceptions of their identities and functions with respect to the sacraments.

1. For the idea of the church as a worshipping community who celebrate these liturgical acts,
especially the sacraments, see J. D. Crichton, “A Theology of Worship,” The Study of The Liturgy, ed.
Cheslyn Jones, Geoffrey Wainwright, and Edward Yarnold (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), 1–29.
For an analysis of the history of liturgical studies and a constructive methodology that similarly expresses
the understanding of liturgy and sacraments as the public act of the church and the relationship between
these acts and the church, see Alexander Schmemann, Introduction to Liturgical Theology (Crestwood,
NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1996), 1–32.
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To that end, this chapter is structured in the following way. First, before we
address the role of the persons in the liturgy, I will briefly consider God as the primary
agent of the liturgy that makes effective the sacraments of initiation. While this is mostly
assumed in Narsai (as it is in the other mystagogues), he nevertheless is careful in
pointing out God’s agency in the liturgy to highlight the centrality of his effecting the
whole transformative process. Second, I will analyze the role of the clergy in the
baptismal liturgy with respect to the sacraments, beginning with the priest and then the
deacons. Third, I will unpack the role of the catechumens, the ones who receive the
sacraments of initiation. Finally, I will briefly mention others who are involved in the
liturgy, those who are indirectly involved with the sacraments and the main
participants—the clergy and catechumens. In each case, the analysis in this chapter will
attempt to create a symbolic bridge with our analysis in the previous chapter. In other
words, the symbolism of the sacraments will be brought to bear upon the roles of the
various participants in the liturgy, thus illuminating their various functions in the liturgy
and the identities Narsai constructs for them. Some of Narsai’s reflections that I will
discuss do not directly correlate with the symbolism of the sacraments described in the
previous chapter, yet they still demonstrate Narsai’s unique contribution to mystagogy in
Late Antiquity.
God as Primary Agent in the Liturgy
While much of this chapter is spent considering those in the liturgy that belong to
the created order, it will be helpful to briefly mention the primary actor who transcends
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the creation, namely God, or, as Narsai puts it, the “Divinity” (&ܘܬ#")ܐ.2 For Narsai,
God is the principal agent in effecting the sacraments in the baptismal liturgy. In fact, it is
God who established the sacraments as a means of renewing humanity. After praising
“the Creator” (i.e., God) for coming down in the incarnation to renew humanity and wipe
away their iniquity, Narsai reflects in a series of couplets on God’s work of renewal in
baptism:
As in a furnace he recast our image in baptism,
and in place of our clay he has made us into spiritual gold.
He desired to paint us spiritually, without pigments,
so that the beauty of our image would not again become tarnished with mortality.
O painter, who paints an image upon the tablet of the waters,
and whose art is not constrained by opposition!
O artist, who breathes the Spirit [and who works] without hands, sowing life
immortal into mortality!3
Mēmrā 38 opens in a similar fashion: “Our Lord has opened up for us the sweet spring of
baptism, / providing our race the sweetness of life immortal to drink. . . . / Skillfully he
compounded the pigments for the renewal of our race, / with oil and water and the
almighty power of the Spirit.”4 The emphasis here is on the Lord who makes available
the sacrament of baptism (perhaps alluding to the Syriac tradition of Christ’s baptism
opening all subsequent baptismal waters) along with his constructing the “pigments” with
which he will renew humanity in the baptismal waters.

2. In Mēmrē 39 and 38, “Divinity” is the translation of the Syriac term )ܘܬ,+ ܐwhich literally
means “Essence” or “Being,” and is often related to the Greek term οὐσία. See the entry for )ܘܬ,+ ܐin J.
Payne Smith, A Compendious Syriac Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon, 1903), 15. See also J. F. BethuneBaker, “On the History of the Syriac terms îthûthâ, îthyâ, Kyânâ, Parṣôpâ, and Qnômâ,” in Nestorius and
His Teaching: A Fresh Examination of the Evidence. With Special Reference to the Newly Recovered
Apology of Nestorius (The Bazaar of Heraclides) (Cambridge: University Press, 1908), 212–32.
3. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.5–14.
4. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.1–2, 9–10.
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Within the liturgy itself, the divine agency is made most explicit in Narsai’s
reflection on the baptismal formula: “Now he does not say, ‘I baptize,’ but ‘is baptized,’ /
for it is not he who baptizes, but the power situated in the names. / The names grant
forgiveness of iniquity, not a human, / and it is they who sow new life in mortality.”5 God
is also explicitly identified as the active agent in the eucharist who transforms the
eucharistic elements: “Look steadily at the bread and wine on the table, / which the
Spirit’s power transforms into the body and blood.”6 The Spirit of God at the time of the
epiclesis comes down to perform the transformation of the eucharistic elements and
enables them to bestow life to the recipients.7
God’s agency in the liturgy is not only for salvific purposes but is also
pedagogical. Indeed, the mystery of salvation is one that, without God’s instruction, is
incomprehensible to the human intellect. Reflecting on the mystery of salvation mediated
through the sacraments, Narsai says,
This is a plan whose explanation surpasses comprehension,
and [only] the will of the hidden one is able to explain it as it is.
....
Its story is dignified and cannot be narrated in a fleshly way,
its pursuit is lofty and cannot be attained in an earthly fashion.
The story of our renewal of our image is composed spiritually,
and if it were not for the Spirit the mouth would be unable to interpret its
accounts.
In a heavenly way he compounded the drug for the disease for our iniquity,
and unless the mind ascends to the height it cannot see it.
The basic alphabet of the redemption of our life is written by the master teacher,

5. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.178–82. The same reflection is given for the words recited at the baptismal
anointing. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.383–94. For other passages on God’s agency in baptism, see Narsai, Mēmrā
39.267–76; 38.1–26, 155–60.
6. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.353–54.
7. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.425–28.
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and unless the learners imitate [the lesson] they cannot understand.8
Narsai describes God as the “master teacher” who instructs humans on the story of
redemption as the “basic alphabet” they are to learn as if it were a new language by
which to interpret and make sense of their new spiritual reality. This instruction is one
that can be comprehended only by raising the intellect to the Spirit on high, who instructs
humanity concerning the mystery of salvation.9
Clergy
The primary clergy that appear in Narsai’s mēmrē are the priest and deacons. He
gives the most attention to the priests in these mēmrē, especially regarding their function
and actions in the liturgy. The deacons, while only mentioned in one instance, are given a
good deal of reflection as to their symbolic significance for the liturgy. In both cases,
Narsai employs rich symbolism regarding their function in the liturgy, in particular, as
their function relates to the symbolism of the sacraments. By discussing these
individuals’ roles in the sacramental observances, Narsai constructs a portrait of the
clergy that is intended not only to communicate to his audience their symbolic
significance but also to bring about awareness of their role in relation to God and to
others in the liturgy, thereby garnering both respect for and understanding of their role in
God’s divine act in the liturgy. In what follows, I will treat the symbolism of the priest in
Narsai’s mēmrē and then turn to the deacons.

8. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.61–62, 65–72.
9. For other passages where God’s relationship to the liturgy is described in terms of pedagogy,
see Narsai, Mēmrā 39.263–64; 38.41–46.
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Priesthood
Priests in the late antique church played many roles. Their unique priestly
ministry consisted of many functions, such as teaching doctrine, offering the eucharist,
and performing baptisms.10 Specifically, in performing the sacraments of the eucharist
and baptism, the priesthood as an office played a mediatory role in the context of the
liturgy. This mediatory role, in Narsai’s view, is integral to God’s work of salvation
among human beings: “He wished to scour away from mortals the tarnish of iniquity, / so
his divine nod put the sponge of the Spirit into our physical hand. . . . / He chose for
himself priests as mediators between him and his people, sending them as a delegation to
humanity.”11 God establishes the office of the priesthood as a means of mediating his
saving grace to humanity, in particular, through the liturgical functions of the priest.12
Narsai employs a wealth of imagery to communicate the priest’s liturgical
function in relation to God’s economy of salvation.13 In this section, I will unpack and
analyze these various images Narsai employs in relation to the priest’s function and role
in performing the sacraments of the baptismal liturgy. Before I do that, however, it is
helpful to discuss Narsai’s understanding of the priest’s agency with respect to the divine
act of God. This is not meant to be an exhaustive account or an explanatory endeavor of
the credibility of Narsai’s view on the priest’s agency. Rather, this brief exploration will

10. Edward J. Kilmartin, “Priesthood,” Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 948.
11. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.25–26, 31–32.
12. Valiyaparambil, “Priest: The Mediator between God and Man,” 142.
13. See Chalassery, The Holy Spirit and Christian Initiation in the East Syrian Tradition, 84–85;
Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 78–80. For more on the priesthood in Narsai’s mēmrē, especially his mēmrā
On the Church and On the Priesthood, see Valiyaparambil, “Priest: The Mediator between God and Man.”
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help contextualize the reflection upon the images Narsai employs concerning the priest’s
role in the liturgy.
The Priest’s Agency and Divine Action
Narsai’s mēmrē present the priests as figures that are granted a unique role in the
baptismal liturgy. In Mēmrā 39, he says, “O priesthood, how it has been exalted above
all, / having attained a place in the height and the depth by the power of him who has
chosen it!”14 Later in the mēmrā he also says, “Through the priesthood the creator has
been pleased to reveal his power, / and he has committed to it the great riches of his
kindness.”15 Again, Narsai says later in the mēmrā, “O human—it is to the priest I have
said the things I have said— / how much authority you have been given, that you are able
to be giving life! / The priest gives life to his companions through his ministry, / making
for his colleagues a path for the things that are to come.”16 In these examples, Narsai
highly praises the priesthood for the grandeur of its office, that those chosen for it have
been granted the ministry of distributing life to others. Yet Narsai is also comfortable
with pointing out the imperfections of the priest, being lowly,17 mortal,18 a child of dust,19
and so on.

14. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.41–42.
15. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.287–88.
16. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.305–08.
17. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.303.
18. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.51.
19. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.420.
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Rather than a contradiction on Narsai’s part, his presentation of the priest’s
exalted office and mortal nature can be understood as his attempt to hold these aspects of
the priest in tension for the sake of conveying the paradoxical nature of the priest’s
mediatory role. In other words, Narsai is not so much concerned with focusing on the
priest’s role as such but only insofar as his role accentuates the power of God, thereby
engendering wonder in his listeners at the marvel that is performed before them.20 The
priest’s mediatory role is clear when Narsai provides commentary on the words the priest
speaks at the rite of baptism: “Now he does not say ‘I baptize,’ but ‘is baptized,’ / for it is
not he who baptizes, but the power situated in the names. / The names grant forgiveness
of iniquity, not a human, and it is they who sow new life in mortality.”21 While Narsai
praises the clergy in many respects, he can also be critical of those who do not serve in
their office with mercy and justice but rather in selfish ways.22 While more could be said
concerning the mediatory role of the priesthood in Narsai’s mēmrē, it seems apparent that
he lauds the high status of their office while also reminding his audience of their dust-

20. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 80. A similar rhetorical move is made in Narsai’s explanation
of the epiclesis, except that in this scene the Spirit is the focus of the paradox. Narsai clearly asserts the
Spirit’s omnipotence and omnipresence, yet he states that the Spirit does not come down to consecrate the
eucharistic elements until the priest calls the Spirit down. Rather than a theological mishap on Narsai’s part
or another move to elevate the priest as most central, it is reasonable to suggest that Narsai intends to instill
awe and wonder in his audience at the mystery taking place before their eyes. See Narsai, Mēmrā 38.413–
426. It is typically the case to see Eastern churches emphasize the epiclesis as the time of the eucharistic
elements being consecrated and changed into the body and blood of Christ, while in the Western churches
this is usually attributed to the words of institution. For more on this, see Lloyd G. Patterson, “Epiclesis,”
Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 377–79; A. Chupungco, “Epiclesis,” Encyclopedia of Ancient
Christianity 1:812–14.
21. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.179–82. A similar commentary is given on the priest’s recitation of the
triune name during the baptismal anointing in Narsai, Mēmrā 39.385–388.
22. See Connolly, The Liturgical Homilies of Narsai, 71–72; Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 80;
see also Narsai’s mēmrā, “On the Chastisement of Priests” edited in Mingana, Narsai doctoris syri
homiliae et carmina, 2.328–340.

105

born nature, further leading them into the mystery of their mediatory role of God’s divine
will.
Artist
If Narsai construes baptism as an art that is painted or drawn, then it is fitting to
depict the priest’s role in the sacrament by employing similar imagery. Narsai’s
description of the priesthood shares in the painting and related imagery connected with
baptism: “He chose for himself priests as mediators between him and his people, /
sending them as a delegation to humanity. / … He taught them a spiritual art, / that they
should paint an image of life on the tablet of the waters. / O physical beings, painters of
the Spirit, [working] without hands!”23 Priests as mediators between God and humanity
are characterized as painters in the context of baptism like the characterization of God’s
divine activity at baptism. Just as God is a “painter, who paints an image upon the tablet
of the waters,”24 so too is the priest able to paint upon the same waters, by virtue of the
fact that God teaches them the “spiritual art” of baptism. Furthermore, God is the one
who “breathes the Spirit,”25 the same Spirit that the priest paints upon the waters during
the baptismal liturgy. The priest does this by God’s grace and power that bestows this
craft to the priesthood: “O creator, who came and renewed his creation, / handing a pen to
his own handiwork so that it may depict itself!”26 To further highlight this mediatory role,

23. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.31–32, 37–39.
24. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.9.
25. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.11.
26. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.47–48.
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the priest can also be described as a writing utensil wielded by God: “The priest is like a
pen to the hidden power, / and in its hands he writes the three names above the water.”27
Narsai also casts the priest as a craftsman in the rite of baptism. He says that God
“made the artifact an artisan over his handiwork, / that it should recast itself in the
furnace of the water and the Spirit’s fervent heat.”28 The priest, himself an “artifact” of
God’s own making, is selected to be an “artisan,” one who will participate in God’s
creative act for the purposes of restoring humanity.29 In particular, the artisan’s craft is
honed in the waters of baptism, which are likened to a furnace blazing with the Spirit’s
heat. This portrayal of the priest is most often found in instances where Narsai casts the
font of baptism as a type of furnace. He reiterates this point again in Mēmrā 38:
As in a furnace he recasts bodies in baptism;
as in a fire he consumes the thorny branches of mortality.
He casts the drug of the Spirit into the water, as into a furnace,
purifying the image of the person from uncleanness.
....
He prepares and sets the font of water, like a furnace,
and then he approaches and reveals the power of his craft.30
The priest is characterized as exercising his forging craft not only at baptism, but also in
the pre-baptismal anointing. Narsai depicts the priest’s preparation of the baptismal oil:
“First he lays oil and water as foundations, / by his utterances restoring and building the
name of the Divinity. / With fluid oil and porous water he recasts the body, / changing it

27. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.47–48.
28. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.275–76.
29. Narsai says of the priest in Mēmrā 38: “His gaze is lifted up to that divine nod which created
creation, / and he learns from it how to create a new creation. / He also imitates the manner in which [the
creator] brought the world into being, / making a voice heard like the one that cried out in the earth in the
beginning.” Narsai, Mēmrā 38.125–28.
30. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.93–96, 99–100.
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and making it pure gold instead of clay.”31 Again the priest is said to recast the body, but
in this instance this is done by the baptismal oil, upon which he is also said to cast the
triune name.32
Doctor and Nourisher
Narsai also portrays the priest in the baptismal liturgy as a doctor or physician
who cures the wounds of the catechumens who approach him to receive the baptismal
anointing. The image of a doctor or “physician” is common in the Syriac tradition.33 For
example, we see in Ephrem’s Homily On Our Lord that he engages with the Gospel story
where Jesus, when questioned by the Pharisees as to why he eats with sinners, responds
that those who are well do not need a physician, but those who are sick (Matt 9:11–13;
Mark 2:16–17; Luke 5:30–32). He employs the physician image in congruence with these
Gospel scenes: “the Physician explained this about His art, that the door was open to the
sick, not to the healthy.”34 This healing ministry of Christ also seems to be extended to
the leaders of the church in the exhortation in the letter of James to the elders to lay hands
on and anoint the sick with oil (Jas 5:14).35

31. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.311–14.
32. “He casts the three names upon the oil, sanctifying it, / so that it may be sanctifying the
uncleanness of humanity by its holiness.” Narsai, Mēmrā 39.319–20.
33. See Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 199–203.
34. Ephrem the Syrian, Selected Prose Works, trans. Edward G. Mathews Jr., The Fathers of the
Church 91 (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1994), 316.
35. We find in Ephrem an allusion to the physician imagery applied to priests. In one of the
Nisibene hymns, Ephrem seems to be addressing Christ, imploring him to establish priests for the church,
after which follows a series of exhortations: “Guard thou the sheep that are whole, and visit them that are
sick, and bind up them that are broken, and seek out them that are lost; feed them in pastures of the
Scriptures, and given them drink of the spring of doctrine.” Ephrem, Nisibene Hymn XIX.3–4 (NPNF2
13:189). If my reading is correct, then this would be an allusion to a commonality between Ephrem and
Narsai with respect to the image of physician applied to the priest.
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Regardless of the source of Narsai’s imagery, it seems that he picks up on this
image of Christ as the physician and applies it to the function of the priesthood. After
describing the priest’s preparation of the baptismal oil, Narsai provides an extended
reflection on the priest as a physician:
O the wonder that a human performs by means of what is not his,
marking susceptible bodies so that the inside hurts.
He performs the office of a doctor on the parts [of the body] too,
touching the outside so that pain reaches the insides.
He applies the remedies of his craft to body and soul,
healing by divine power both what is manifest and what is hidden.
Divinely he compounds the drug entrusted to his hands,
unfailingly healing all diseases by its power.
He has opened the door of the holy temple like a clinic,
caring for the sicknesses and bandaging the hurts of his colleagues.
With the external signs he touches the hidden diseases inside,
and then he applies the drug of the Spirit by the symbol of the water.36
The imagery of the priest as a physician and doctor fits well with the portrayal of the oil
as a medicine that cures the wounds of the catechumens. The priest wields the oil as a
medicinal drug that he applies to both body and soul. With it, he cures their sicknesses
and bandages their wounds. All of this he accomplishes in the liturgy of the “holy
temple,” which is the clinic of his healing operation. The application of the priest’s
“remedies” to the catechumens finds an interesting parallel with Ephrem. In his mēmrē
‘On Faith’ both prophets and apostles are portrayed as “physicians of souls” who applied
“their remedies” to the diseases of humans, which Murray takes to be a reference to the
eucharist (also perhaps to penance).37 In Narsai’s case, the remedy of the priest lies in the
baptismal oil rather than in the eucharist, while the priest himself “performs the office of

36. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.323–34.
37. Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 201.
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a doctor,” which seems to be another way of Narsai applying the physician imagery to the
priest.
An image related to that of the doctor and healing is that of nourishment. In a
previous chapter, I unpacked Narsai’s reflections on the eucharist as nourishment for the
newly baptized, especially employing maternal imagery for the relationship between the
church and the nourishment she gives to her children. Narsai also employs imagery to
communicate the priest’s role as a nourisher of those who participate in the eucharist:
“Like fledglings they lift the wings of their conduct, / going into rest in the beautiful nest
of the holy church. / The priest hovers in front of them like an eagle, / making the food by
which they will be nourished into full maturity.”38 This passage portrays the priest as an
eagle who provides nourishing food, namely, the eucharist, to the newly baptized so that
they might grow into spiritual maturity. The images of an eagle, fledglings, and food all
denote the necessity of the newly baptized to have the priest as their provider of spiritual
nourishment in the eucharist so that they can properly grow up in strength and maturity.
Army Commander
When the newly baptized are anointed with the baptismal oil, one of the images
Narsai used to communicate its function and significance was that it was akin to being
equipped with armor fit for spiritual warfare. Even though the catechumens were
equipped with this armor, they were still in need of a leader to guide them in the fight.
For that, Narsai construes the priest as a commander of the ranks of God’s soldiers in the
spiritual battle. After the candidates receive the baptismal anointing, Narsai sets the scene
for the employment of this imagery:

38. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.309–12.
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They stand like diligent hired soldiers at the king’s door,
with the priest at their head like an army commander at the head of his flock.
At the time of the mysteries he sets their ranks as though for battle,
that they may be shooting sharp arrows at the enemy.
He composes arrows of words and sets them in their mouths,
so that they can take aim against the Evil One who has enslaved them.
He sets up a target before their eyes so that they may aim at it,
and like [drawing] a bowstring, he draws back the words on their tongues.39
In this text we are met again with the image of the catechumens as soldiers of the king,
but we also find the priest as the commander of the king’s army, “the head of his flock.”
By his speech, the priest guides the catechumens in the spiritual battle, aiding them in
their attacks against the Evil One at the time of the baptismal liturgy. Narsai clarifies later
in the mēmrā that the priest is leading the catechumens in their renunciation of the Evil
One:
In truth, the priest stands at the head of their ranks,
showing them the target of truth that they may aim well.
They renounce the standard of the Evil One, and his power, and that of his angels,
and then [the priest] traces the standard of the king on their foreheads.
They renounce and they confess, both at the same time, without doubting—
a renunciation of the Evil One along with the heart’s confession of the name of
the Divinity.40
The attacks of the catechumens are in fact their renunciation of the Evil One, to whom
they were in bondage to before coming to faith and confession in Christ. The priest, as
their army commander, guides these catechumens in their renunciation and confession,
showing them the truth they are to aim at and the evil they are to shoot at with their
arrows.

39. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.353–60.
40. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.363–68.
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Seraph
At the time of the eucharistic mystery, the priest is portrayed by Narsai as
imitating the seraphim who accompany the sacrament. Narsai draws upon the vision of
Isaiah where he saw the coal of fire as a type of the eucharist for his reflections on the
role of the priest: “The priest interprets the power of that mystery the prophet saw, /
holding fire in the bread with his hand, like tongs. / He fulfills the place of the seraph for
the people, as [the seraph was] for Isaiah, / by [his] actions obliterating iniquity and
imparting life.”41 The priest is said to be in the place of the seraph, fulfilling the office of
the seraph, by holding the coal of fire at the time of the eucharistic liturgy for the
Christians participating in the liturgy. But he does more than just fulfill the seraph’s
role—he surpasses it:
The seraph of spirit did not hold in his hand the vision of spirit,
and this is a marvel—that a hand of flesh holds the Spirit.
The swift of wing was incapable of bringing food into the stomach,
yet the dense body reaches his hand all the way to the [soul’s] faculties.
He nourishes body and soul with the food of the mystery’s power,
changing people from mortal to immortal.42
Here the priest is contrasted with the seraph as one who is able to bring the food of the
eucharist to the recipients of it, nourishing them in body and soul with the sacrament and
bringing them to immortality, while the seraph was one who, while an angelic being
(unlike the priest), was not able to do the same for the prophet Isaiah. Despite the priest’s
dense, bodily nature, in contrast to the swift nature of the seraph, God grants to the priest
the ability to wield the true mystery of Christ’s body and blood and to present it to

41. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.391–94.
42. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.395–400.
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participants in the liturgy. So Narsai says that God “allowed us to give the pledge of life
in our mortality, / that we might care for ourselves, exercising our own wills by the power
of his will.”43
Deacons
Of course, the priest is not the only clergy involved in the liturgy; deacons are
also involved. Deacons in the late antique church served many functions. For example,
they performed the ministry of benevolence for the needy, such as widows and orphans.
They also served in administrative ways, such as being messengers for churches or
tending to church properties. In these tasks, the deacons were often in contact with the
people, such that they are characterized as being the “eyes” and “ears” of the bishop
among the people.44 Along with these administrative functions, deacons also served in
liturgical contexts. Specifically, they would distribute the eucharist, assist at baptisms,
and enforce peace and order among the congregation during the liturgy.45
Narsai’s only account of the deacons in these mēmrē presents them at the
eucharistic liturgy, perhaps assisting the priest during his preparation of the eucharistic
gifts. He provides a significant amount of reflection upon their symbolic significance in
the liturgy. After Narsai gives a description of the priest’s preparation of the eucharistic
gifts, he then turns to discuss the deacons:
Symbolically he performs the burial day of the king,
setting soldiers on guard as a king of illustration.
He sets two deacons at their posts, on one side and the other,
that they may be guarding the terrible mystery of the king of kings.
43. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.411–12.
44. Everett Ferguson, “Deacons,” Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 321.
45. Ferguson, “Deacons,” 321.
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Fear and love lie upon their mental faculties,
while they closely observe the bread and wine, like the king.
They are wearing bright garments externally on their bodies,
showing by their clothes the beauty of their minds.
By their stoles they portray a symbol of the heavenly beings
who were wearing striking clothes at the temple of the tomb.
The disciples saw two angels in our Lord’s tomb,
attending the place of his body as though it were his [actual] body.
And if spiritual beings reverently honored the place of his body,
how much more should bodily beings honor the mystery that has honored them?
In the manner of the two watchers, the two deacons
stand now to hover over the mysteries.46
According to this passage, the deacons are servants at the time of the eucharistic liturgy.
They are set up by the priest to assist him during his preparation of the eucharistic gifts.
Their assistance is portrayed by Narsai with several different images that capture their
symbolic and functional significance. First, they are described as “soldiers on guard” who
protect the body of the Lord on his burial day, the “terrible mystery” now portrayed in the
eucharistic liturgy. They also symbolize the heavenly beings who were present at the
Lord’s tomb at his resurrection (Luke 24:4; John 20:12). In particular, it is their garments
and stoles that symbolize these heavenly beings whom they imitate at the eucharistic
liturgy. Narsai’s logic in presenting the deacons through these different images is to bring
before the participants a vivid depiction of the scene of Jesus’s burial and his
resurrection. As soldiers, the deacons assist as Christ’s burial, while as angelic beings
they marvel at the mystery of his resurrection, which is mystically represented in the
eucharistic bread and wine. Hence, Narsai exhorts his audience through these symbols to
honor the mystery taking place before their eyes.

46. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.325–40.
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In unpacking the symbolism of the clergy, I have shown the various ways Narsai
communicates to his audience the function and significance of their roles in the liturgy.
The priests as mediators between God and man participate in God’s creative act of
redemption in the sacraments. They are depicted as artists who paint the image of
renewal on the tablet of the baptismal waters. They forge regenerate humans in the font
of baptism, altering their hue so that it shines with immortality. They stand in as army
commanders, training their soldiers how to properly aim their attacks at the Evil One
while also remaining focused on their confession of faith in Christ. They open the doors
of their liturgical clinic, healing the various diseases of body and soul wrought about by
sin through the medicine of life, the Lord’s body and blood. In the eucharistic liturgy,
they imitate the seraph who presented the flaming coal to the prophet. Their office
surpasses that of the seraph in that, while the seraph could not bring the prophet to
immortality through the coal, they hold out the bread and wine to the newly baptized,
which transforms them from mortal to immortal. The deacons are on standby at the
eucharistic liturgy as soldiers, guarding the burial of the Lord’s body. They also image
the heavenly beings by their garments, thus symbolizing the greatness of the mystery of
redemption reenacted before their eyes.
These roles Narsai constructs for the clergy certainly accomplish many things,
such as bringing about awareness of their function in the liturgy. These roles also serve to
place the clergy within the context of God’s divine work in the liturgy. The magnitude of
the priest’s role, balanced with comments about their mortal nature, brings to light the
paradoxical nature of their role as mediators of God’s divine act. This certainly could
bring much respect for the clerical office, but just as important is how this presentation of
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the priesthood highlights the beauty of God’s work among human beings, that he lowers
himself to their lowly estate that they may participate in God’s work of bringing about
salvation for humanity, thereby engendering awe among both those who observe these
rites and those who receive them for their salvation.
Catechumens
Narsai’s presentation of the catechumens in his mēmrē attempts at least two
things. First, he intends to create a symbolic bridge between the sacraments and the
catechumens’ relationship to them, meaning that what he says about the nature of the
sacraments has implications for how catechumens relate to the sacraments and the church
more generally. Second, his discussion of their role in the liturgy further situates them in
the context of a worshipping community, including the clergy, heavenly beings, and other
participants, thereby shedding more light on their role and identity in relation to these
other persons. I will show that Narsai employs imagery in his reflection on the role of the
catechumens that relates to those that he employs in his reflection on the sacraments as
well as images not related directly to those used for the sacraments, but that likewise
demonstrate Narsai’s creative reflection on their participation in the baptismal liturgy.
Soldiers
In the previous chapter, we noted how the baptismal oil functions as a brand that
seals the catechumens as soldiers of the king and as armor suitable for the spiritual
warfare against the Evil One. This warfare imagery is also attributed to the baptismal rite
in general: “The one who approaches baptism declares war, / with Satan, with his angels,
and with his service.”47 Approaching baptism is equivalent to waging war with the Evil

47. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.125–26.
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One who held the catechumens captive prior to their confessing faith in and allegiance to
Christ. Their confession of faith is depicted as weaponry that they employ in their
spiritual battle. Narsai describes the moment of their confession in terms of warfare:
They stand like diligent hired soldiers at the king’s door,
with the priest at their head like an army commander at the head of his flock.
At the time of the mysteries he sets their ranks as though for battle,
that they may be shooting sharp arrows at the enemy.
He composes arrows of words and sets them in their mouths,
so that they can take aim against the Evil One who has enslaved them.
He sets up a target before their eyes so they may aim at it,
and like [drawing] a bowstring, he draws back the words on their tongues.
They enter into an examination at the beginning of the battle to which they have
been summoned,
being tested by the confession of their minds.
....
They renounce and they confess, both at the same time, without doubting—
a renunciation of the Evil One along with the heart’s confession of the name of
the Divinity.48
The words of their renunciation of Satan and confession of “the name of the Divinity” are
depicted as arrows that the priest “composes” and “sets” in their mouths, perhaps alluding
to a call and response where the priest tells the catechumens the words of renunciation
that they are to repeat. The “target” they are to aim at includes the Evil One, whom they
renounce, and their confession of faith in the Divinity. Their examination at the start of
this “battle” is to ensure that, as soldiers of the King of kings, they are prepared to engage
in war with the Evil One as they swear fidelity to the God who delivered them.
Spiritual Infants
As newly baptized Christians, the catechumens are also characterized as newborn,
spiritual children, born by and reared in the bosom of the church and her sacraments. As
spiritual newborns, they live by the spiritual nourishment of the church’s sacraments:

48. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.353–62, 367–68.
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They begin traveling in the way of spiritual life,
living by spiritual food like spiritual beings.
Their mystical birth occurs spiritually,
And the nourishment prepared for them also corresponds to their birth.
Their birth is new and very strange to those of earth,
And there is no way to measure the greatness of the food by which they are
nourished.
They suck the divine mysteries like milk,
and [the mysteries] bring them gradually, like children, to the things to come.49
Their mystical birth (i.e., baptism) is a spiritual one that is unlike their carnal birth of the
world. The consequences of their spiritual birth are that the nourishment they require to
grow in salvation (1 Pet 2:2) likewise ought to be spiritual. Just as an infant would need
milk for nourishment to grow, so too the catechumens, when they become spiritual
infants through baptism, need spiritual growth and nourishment, which is characterized
by their sucking of the “divine mysteries,” the eucharist, like milk.
Another image Narsai uses to depict their spiritual infancy is to characterize them
as newborn fledglings:
They drink up the Spirit after the birth of baptism,
and in keeping with that birth the nourishment is also high and lofty.
Like fledglings they lift the wings of their conduct,
going in to rest in the beautiful nest of the holy church.
The priest hovers in front of them like an eagle,
making the food by which they will be nourished into full maturity.50
The catechumens as newly baptized Christians rest in the “nest of the holy church” as
they are fed by the priest at the time of the eucharistic liturgy. Like an eagle, the priest
makes their food that nourishes them as fledglings who are growing and being nourished
into mature birds.

49. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.213–20.
50. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.307–12.
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Enacting a Parable
The baptismal liturgy, according to Narsai, can be understood as a reenactment of
the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32). In particular, each element of the
parable is related to the catechumens’ participation in the baptismal liturgy and what the
different dimensions of their participation signify.51 Throughout the liturgy, the
catechumens portray the younger son who ran away from his father, squandering all the
possessions he had in a distant land. However, upon returning home in hopes that he
could at least be welcomed as a servant, the younger son is embraced by the love of his
father, who throws him a splendid feast to celebrate his return.
Narsai employs this parable in two ways. In general, he attributes it to the entirety
of the baptismal and eucharistic liturgies, and specifically, he applies it to the context of
the catechumens’ acceptance before God after their renunciation of Satan and confession
of faith in Christ. According to Narsai, the catechumens’ petition to God that their
renunciation and confession would be accepted are emblematic of their portrayal of the
younger son. In this portion of the liturgy, the catechumens are characterized as “strays”
who approach one of the priests, petitioning them to plead to “the king” (i.e., God) that
they might be reconciled to God.52 After Narsai narrates this scene, he then says: “The
strays compose these words on the day of their return, / in the manner of that account of
the younger son. / The parables were enacted for their sake, / and it is fitting that they
verbalize their words in accordance with the [words] that are written.”53

51. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 84.
52. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.181–94.
53. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.195–98.
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The catechumens embody the story of the younger son, who ran away from his
father and squandered all that the father had given him. In the case of the catechumens,
they had squandered the gift of being made in God’s image by turning to sin and death,
thus being held captive by the Evil One. Through their petition to be reconciled to God,
backed up by their renunciation of Satan and confession in Christ, that they have hope of
being received. Their petition, Narsai says, is a fulfillment of the outcome of the parable:
“Today that which was written comes to pass in reality, / and overflowing mercies go out
to meet them and welcome them. . . . / Out of their exile the exiles have returned to their
maker, / and behold, they supplicate to come in and see the face of the king.”54 The
catechumens return to their heavenly Father, embraced by his mercy as they return to
their maker and behold their king.
The details of the feast that God prepares for the catechumens are found in the
context of the baptismal and eucharistic rites. Each component of these rites corresponds
to elements narrated in the parable. Narsai’s exposition of the parable’s fulfillment in the
liturgy deserves to be quoted in full:
He expounded to her that he sustains the life of her children by the food of his
body,
through the parables that he composed ahead of time [to function] symbolically.
The fattened steer he designated the sacrifice of his bodily nature,
and he sacrificed it beforehand on the day of the return of one of his children.
What is written in the account of the erring [son] has been fulfilled in her
children,
for his love has gone out to welcome them in baptism.
In love and mercy he has gone out to meet them, welcoming them
and embracing them as dead people who have returned to life.
He has explained and disclosed the force of the parables before their eyes,
causing them to rejoice by means of spiritual food and drink.
As a pledge he gave [them] the ring about which the power of the Spirit told,
and he clothed them with the glorious robe of glory.
54. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.201–02, 209–10.
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He who was fattened spiritually sacrificed himself,
giving them food to eat, the eating of which has life hidden in it.55
There is much that could be unpacked in this passage, but worth noticing are the elements
that correspond to the catechumens’ participation in the liturgy. Their baptism correlates
to God the Father’s embrace as he welcomes them into the heavenly kingdom. At their
baptism, they also receive the robe of glory, which signifies the choicest robe the father
gave the younger son upon his return (Luke 15:22). The fatted calf that was killed in
preparation to be eaten at the feast of the younger son’s return corresponds to Christ’s
sacrifice on the cross; the catechumens—now baptized—receive the benefits of Christ’s
sacrifice in the eucharist, the feast of the celebration of their reconciliation with God.
The catechumens’ initiation into the church is communicated by Narsai in terms
of Christ’s parables. In this way, the catechumens enter a story that narrates God’s
dealings with the world and the human condition in specific ways. The world they inhabit
is one that has strayed away from the glory they were meant to attain by communion with
God. By their initiation into the church, the catechumens confess that they are like the
prodigal son who, after squandering the riches given to him by his father, runs back home
begging for mercy. Their initiation into the church narrates the entire drama of salvation
through the concrete parable of the Master whom they now serve.
The sacraments that the catechumens of Narsai’s church were initiated into also
communicated deep spiritual realities about their transferral from being people of the
world to people of the church, the kingdom on high. Deeply aware of the spiritual
realities, Narsai communicated to the newly baptized that to be initiated into the church is

55. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.227–38.
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to lead a life in constant struggle with the Evil One and the temptations of sin. Indeed, it
is characterized as a war in which the catechumens engage as soldiers of the kingdom of
heaven. They are equipped with the armor of their baptismal anointing, empowered by
the Spirit; they are taught the art of spiritual warfare, which they employ in their
confession of faith in Christ and renunciation of allegiance to Satan. But they are also in
need of consistent sustenance if they are to survive the spiritual life. For that, the church
and its priests prepare for the newly baptized spiritual milk befitting of their spiritual
birth, as nourishment for their growth into the fullness of their salvation.
Other Persons
While the majority of Narsai’s mēmrē deal with the sacraments and the key
persons involved in them—the clergy and the catechumens—these are not the only
people he mentions. In fact, there are other persons who are a part of the community
Narsai constructs in his mēmrē. By presenting fellow believers alongside the
catechumens as well as outsiders opposed to the catechumens’ new allegiances, Narsai
constructs a particular community that celebrates the liturgy and its sacraments. In this
section, I will give brief mention to these other persons—the sponsor, the congregation,
the angels, and the heretics.
Sponsor
Sponsors, while probably not among the clergy, could be any baptized person
among the laity that accompanied catechumens in the process of their initiation.56
Specifically, sponsors would testify to the catechumen’s preparedness for taking on

56. Schwartz, Paideia and Cult, 87.
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baptism and a life of discipleship to Christ. Theodore gives a description of sponsors who
accompany catechumens to their baptism:
This is the reason why, as if he were a stranger to the city and to its citizenship, a
specially appointed person, who is from the city in which he is going to be
enrolled and who is well versed in its mode of life, conduct him to the registrar
and testifies for him to the effect that he is worthy of the city and of its citizenship
and that, as he is not versed in the life of the city or in the knowledge of how to
behave in it, he himself would be willing to act as a guide to his inexperience.57
The sponsors are people who are “well versed” in the ways of the heavenly city (what
Theodore often describes the church as). They would testify not only to the catechumen’s
readiness for baptism, but they were also able to guide him or her in the initial stages of
Christian discipleship.58
The role of sponsors is briefly mentioned in Narsai’s mēmrē:
They also bring a sponsor with them to the courtroom,
that [the sponsor] may come in and testify to the earnestness of their sincerity.
‘With sincerity they make the case that they will be steadfast in loving the truth,
and their companions offer a pledge, “Yes, the evidence that their soul gives is
true.”
[The sponsor] becomes like a guide to their words and actions,
showing them the conduct of the spiritual life.59
Many of these characteristics of the sponsor are pertinent in Narsai’s description of their
function in his mēmrē. They accompany the candidates for baptism for the purpose of
testifying to the sincerity of their confession of faith and the earnestness of their desire to
take on baptism. The last two lines, which state the sponsor is a “guide” to the
catechumens’ words and actions, thus guiding them in the spiritual life, suggests that the

57. Theodore, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Lord’s Prayer, 17.
58. R.F.G. Burnish, “The Role of the Godfather in the East in the Fourth Century,” Studia
Patristica 17, vol. 2 (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1982), 558.
59. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.237–42.
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sponsors play a role not only in testifying on the day of their baptism but also in
instructing them in the ways of the Christian faith.
Congregation
While the mēmrē under consideration recall the baptismal liturgy and specific
individuals who participate in it, it is important to point out that these mēmrē are directed
toward a congregation of the faithful. In other words, through the use of various verbal
cues, along with the overall structure of the mēmrē, Narsai presents us with the target
audience of these mēmrē, the congregation of baptized Christians, which of course
implies that there is a congregation who receives these mēmrē, whether by the original
oral presentation or subsequent recitations of the same mēmrē.
Prior to beginning his discourse on the initiation rites, Narsai invites his audience
to tune in to the sacraments he is about to explicate. With the various epithets, “disciples
of the Master, the Messiah,”60 “heirs of the covenant written in blood,”61 and “purified
children of baptism,”62 Narsai paints a picture of his audience as those among the
baptized faithful, disciples of Christ in covenant relationship with him and one another. It
is this audience that Narsai exhorts to discern the meaning of the sacraments, to marvel at
the sacraments, and to be diligent in receiving the sacraments as he prepares to unfold

60. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.73.
61. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.75.
62. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.79.
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their various meanings before them, indicated by the oft repeated phrase “Come, let us”63
and similar phrases that indicate these exhortations.64
Angels
Narsai also gives attention to angelic beings in the context of the baptismal liturgy
in his mēmrē. While the development of thought on angels in pre- and post-Christian
thought is complex, a brief sketch of angels in Late Antiquity with respect to the liturgy
can be sketched out.65 In the earliest Christian sources, angels are portrayed as
accompanying human beings who worship God. For example, they accompanied the
priest Zechariah who offered incense in the temple of the Lord at his altar (Luke 1:8–11),
and in the Corinthian church they are simply presumed to be present in the worshipping
community (1 Cor 11:10). In the Revelation of John, the heavenly worship around the
throne of God is described as accompanied by angelic beings. In particular, four living
creatures are said to gather around the throne of God and sing the thrice holy hymn (Rev
4:8; cf., Rev 4:9–11; 5:8–14), which later Christians adapted to formulate what is now the
Trisagion.66 In post-apostolic Christian thought, angels are likewise said to engage in
unending worship of God as well as provide a model of imitation and aid in bringing
humans into the blessedness of worshipping the triune God.67

63. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.81, 83, 279, 281; 38.35, 37, 511, 513.
64. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.73–80, 85–86, 277, 283, 413, 415, 417; 38.27, 29, 31, 33, 39, 41, 509, 515.
65. For a brief survey of angels in early Christianity (along with helpful bibliographies), see
William S. Babcock, “Angels,” Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 52–55; B. Studer, “Angel,” The
Encyclopedia of Ancient Christianity 1:124–28.
66. Michael P. McHugh, “Trisagion,” Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 1147.
67. Babcock, “Angels,” 54.
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Angelic beings feature in Narsai’s mēmrē in several ways. They are said to be
present during the priesthood’s ministry of the mysteries. Even though their nature is
greater than that of human beings, they only stand by as observers, deferring to the
priest’s office at the time of the mysteries.68 As they stand by the priest’s right hand, they
sing praises at the mystery of redemption that is being performed through the priest.69 For
Narsai, their particular function with respect to the priest’s performance in the liturgy is
not only to sing praises but to be an example that others are to imitate: “If spiritual,
impassible beings honor your office, / who would not weave a garland of accolades for
the majesty of your order? / Let us continuously marvel at the exceeding greatness of
your order, / that has subjected the height and the depth beneath its authority.”70 In this
instance, the fact that the angelic beings give honor to the priest’s office and its
performance of the mysteries is meant to exhort others to do likewise.
The angelic beings are also involved in the initiation of the catechumens:
“Watchers and humans rejoiced—indeed they are rejoicing—at their repentance, / that
the words in the parables have been joined to performance. / Heaven and earth are glad
that they have returned to their Father.”71 As a part of the baptismal liturgy, the angels
(i.e., watchers) join with the rest of the congregation as they celebrate and offer praise at
the return of the catechumens to their gracious Creator. Indeed, the joining together of
“watchers and humans” as well as “heaven and earth” emphasize that the liturgy

68. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.61–64, 69–70, 73–74.
69. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.71–72.
70. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.75–78.
71. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.247–49.
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celebrated around their initiation not only includes human participants but that the angelic
beings of the spiritual realm likewise participate in this drama of salvation.
Heretics
So far, I have identified those persons Narsai portrays in his mēmrē that are of the
company of the baptized Christians, but Narsai also depicts those who are in opposition
to the church. After describing the rite of renunciation, where catechumens renounce
Satan and his angels, Narsai specifies the identities of some of those angels: Mani (d.
276), Valentinus (d. ca. 160), Arius (d. 336), Eunomius (d. ca. 395), Apollinaris (d. 392),
Paul of Samosata (d. ca. 275), and Eutyches (d. ca. 454).72 Of these, Narsai asserts that
Eutyches is the worst of Satan’s angels, calling him “the madman who went insane due to
his fondness for the passibility of the impassible” and the one who “is of greater
assistance to the devil than any of his fellows.”73 By mentioning the monophysite
Eutyches, Narsai highlights his “christological concerns as a firm dyophysite”74 and the
concern he has for his audience’s christological persuasions. Just as Scripture portrays
contemporary false teachers by categorizing them in the mold of ancient examples of
those who rebel against God, such as Sodom and Gomorrah (Jude 7) or Balaam (2 Pet
2:15; Jude 11), it likewise seems that Narsai is presenting his Christological opponents
through the foil of several individuals who throughout the church’s history have been
condemned for their various errors. By their errors, they lead astray those who are willing
to listen to them and their faulty Christology, thus fulfilling their service to the Evil

72. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.127–42.
73. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.142, 146.
74. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 84.
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One.75 Rather than performing the true mysteries (or sacraments) of the dyophysite faith,
these disciples of the Evil One promote false mysteries that deceive the unperceptive.76 In
presenting Satan’s angels in this way, Narsai is able to give concrete examples of the
minions of the Evil One that catechumens must “run away from”77 if they are to be
disciples of the truth, that is, those who profess a dyophysite christological confession.78
Conclusion
In this chapter, we have unpacked Narsai’s reflections on the various persons
mentioned in his mēmrē—the clergy, catechumens, sponsors, the congregation, angels,
and heretics. In doing so, we have accomplished a few things. With respect to
participants in the liturgy, I have shown their symbolic significance with respect to the
sacramental observance. The clergy, in their respective roles, embodied various aspects
of the significance of the sacraments. For example, as physicians, the priests distribute
the medicine of life (i.e., the eucharist) to the newly baptized Christians, who are in need
of nourishment as they grow into both salvation and the new spiritual life this entails. The
priests also symbolize an army commander who, after equipping the baptismal candidates
for battle, would lead their ranks in the onslaught against the Evil One by the confession
of their faith in Christ. Other depictions of the participants, while not having direct
connections with Narsai’s sacramental imagery, nevertheless demonstrate his unique
contribution to the task of mystagogical reflection on the sacraments of initiation. So his

75. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.153–54.
76. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.151–52.
77. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.155.
78. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 84.
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interpretation of the baptismal liturgy as a fulfillment of the parable of the Prodigal Son
(Luke 15:11–32) provides a unique take on the significance of the parable for Christians
in Narsai’s time while also inviting them into the narrative of God’s self-revelation as
attested in the Scriptures.
Second, this analysis has also touched on those who are not directly involved in
the sacraments but nevertheless are portrayed by Narsai for his instructive purposes. By
pointing out the sponsors, Narsai reminds his audience, especially the catechumens, that
they belong to a community of faith that both holds them accountable to their confession
of Christ and guides them on the road of discipleship. The implicit reference to the
congregation throughout his mēmrē also contextualizes the catechumens’ initiation into a
community of faith who together gives praise to the triune God and walks in the way of
discipleship under the Lord Jesus Christ. Mention of the angelic beings points to the
spiritual realities at play in the life of the church. Finally, his portrayal of the heretics who
oppose Narsai’s church provide an antithesis to the dyophysite discipleship that he
expects of his congregation.
In the final chapter, I will bring together the various threads from the previous
chapters into a conclusive whole to explore the significance of Narsai’s mēmrē as
witnesses to Syriac mystagogical catechesis. It will be shown that his mēmrē are more
than simply statements of the theology of the sacraments or witnesses to the liturgy of
Narsai’s fifth-century Syriac context. While these mēmrē may do these things, they also
present a worshipping community that involves various persons gathered around various
material elements that all play a part in the drama of God’s redemptive work in and
through the baptismal liturgy. Narsai’s reflections on these various persons and material
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elements have as their end the formation of a Christian community in discipleship to
Christ. To echo Juliette Day, Narsai’s explanation of these sacramental rites—material
elements and persons included—is an attempt to draw out their “theological, spiritual,
and moral significance” and to demonstrate how participation in these rites “causes and
signifies” the salvation of those who participate.79

79. Day, “Catechesis.”
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CHAPTER V
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF NARSAI’S MĒMRĒ 39 AND 38
In this thesis, I have made the case that Narsai’s Mēmrē 39 and 38 deserve to be
studied as unique witnesses to late antique mystagogy in the Christian tradition.
Furthermore, I have argued that they are to be studied within the framework of an
approach to Syriac symbolism that has as its backdrop the methods and imagery
reminiscent of late antique Syriac Christianity more generally. To substantiate these
claims, I made the case in the first chapter that Narsai’s mēmrē share the characteristics
of mystagogical catechesis that we find in other mystagogical texts of Late Antiquity.
The second chapter constructed an approach to Syriac symbolic theology by exploring
the various works of Ephrem the Syrian and Jacob of Serugh with a particular focus on
the imagery they employ for the sacraments that is reminiscent of the Syriac tradition.
Chapters 3 and 4 began the analysis of Narsai’s mēmrē, uncovering his contributions to
Syriac symbolic theology with respect to the sacraments and persons participating in
them as well as other insights unique to Narsai’s own thought.
As this study reaches its conclusion, we are now prepared to explore the question:
what do Narsai’s Mēmrē 39 and 38 contribute to our understanding of late antique
Christian mystagogy? This question will be answered by pulling together the threads
from the previous chapters into a cohesive whole to present Narsai’s unique contributions
to reflection on the sacraments and participants as they pertain to the aims of mystagogy.
To be sure, this is not meant to be a comprehensive proposal of Narsai’s contribution to
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late antique mystagogy. Much of what will be said is preliminary in that it lays important
groundwork for further study of Narsai’s mēmrē on the sacraments as a witness to late
antique mystagogy. After presenting a brief, yet constructive account of Narsai’s Mēmrē
39 and 38 as a witness to Syriac mystagogy in Late Antiquity, I will conclude this study
by briefly addressing the significance of this study and suggesting potential areas of
further inquiry that arise from the findings of this thesis.
Mēmrē 39 and 38 as a Witness to Syriac Mystagogy in Late Antiquity
To address how Narsai contributes to Christian mystagogy in Late Antiquity, it is
important to recall the basic contours of mystagogy. To summarize, mystagogy is a form
of preaching or teaching on the sacraments of initiation that is usually presented to those
who have recently been baptized (or those who are about to be baptized). The aim of this
instruction is to draw out the theological, spiritual, and moral significance of the
sacraments. Furthermore, it demonstrates how the catechumens’ participation in the
sacraments causes and signifies their salvation by bringing them into contact with the
heavenly reality that is God.1 The assumption behind this is that the sacraments are God’s
means of causing the partakers to participate in the mystery of salvation.2 As a result, the
task of the mystagogue is to demonstrate that participating in the sacraments is a
transformative experience that has implications for the Christian life.
The task at hand, then, is to show, in a preliminary way, how Narsai’s mēmrē
demonstrate the reality that the sacramental rites cause candidates to participate in the
mystery of salvation. Narsai’s attempt to communicate this has much in common with the

1. Day, “Catechesis.”; Schwartz, Paideia and Cult, 118. See also pp. 7–9 in ch. 1 above.
2. Satterlee, Ambrose of Milan’s Method, 204.
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other Christian mystagogues. Many reasons could be given for this, but one fundamental
point is that each of these Christian thinkers, in coming to the same sacred scriptures and
holy sacraments, in conjunction with the broader Christian tradition, is passing down the
wisdom of the church in communicating the transformative significance of the
sacramental life. It is therefore natural that Narsai’s teaching is at many points similar to
what we find in other late antique Christian authors. While Narsai does present his own
unique perspectives on these sacraments, on one level he is attempting to communicate
the same ineffable mystery of the Christian faith that they all are: God took on our
humanity to draw humanity into God’s own life.
In what follows, I will unpack what Narsai’s mēmrē attempt to communicate to
the newly baptized about their experience of participating in the sacraments and about the
persons who are involved in the rituals. Specifically, I will be attentive to the way
Narsai’s presentation signifies the salvation the newly baptized participate in and the
significance of that salvation for their life in Christ. I will proceed in two stages. First, I
will look to the ways in which Narsai’s use of imagery and metaphor is related to that of
the other mystagogues. This will clarify how all the Christian mystagogues of Late
Antiquity are ultimately attempting to describe the same transformative reality that the
newly baptized experience in the baptismal liturgy. Second, I will demonstrate the unique
contributions Narsai makes with respect to the task of mystagogy. In doing this, it will be
shown that, through his employment and development of images common to the Syriac
tradition, Narsai is a creative mystagogue who expands upon this imagery to paint a
portrait of the baptismal liturgy that discloses its transformative significance for the
participants.
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As with the other mystagogues, Narsai’s baptismal candidates may have
understood their initiation to be the start of a new life—though not the sort of life they
would have imagined. Rather, it is the beginning of a spiritual life, one in which they
must be spiritually born into a reality far different from that to which they are
accustomed. Drawing on the Christian creation narrative, Narsai’s mēmrē emphasize, as
does Ambrose’s mystagogy, that their birth from the waters of baptism parallels the birth
of all life from the waters of creation, thus representing the new spiritual world to which
they now belong.3 Just as these candidates belong to a family and inherit its name in their
physical birth, when they are spiritually born, they inherit a new name even as they
belong to a new family, the church. They receive the name of Christ at their baptism and
baptismal anointing. The oil of their anointing represents the stamp with which they are
sealed as the sheep under the care of Christ.4 They are so identified with Christ that
candidates are said to be clothed with him, emphasizing the close intimacy they share
with Christ and highlighting the new identity they have in Christ as members of his
body.5
When the candidates are born into their new Christian life, they are reminded that
they are leaving an old life behind for this new one. In fact, the life they leave behind is
not one of neutrality with respect to God. Indeed, they were living a life of rebellion

3. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.15–20; Ambrose, “The Sacraments,” 3.1.3 (290). Since the point I make here
is on the creation waters corresponding to the new birth of baptism, I leave out Cyril’s prebaptismal
instruction, which connects baptism to the creation waters, only because he does not draw an explicit
connection to the image of new birth, which I am emphasizing here.
4. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.91–92, 97–98; Theodore, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the
Lord’s Prayer, 46.
5. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.33–34, 199–210, 238; Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 52, 162–63;
Cyril, “Mystagogic Catechesis,” 2.2 (173).
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toward their Creator. They were slaves to the prince of darkness, offering worship and
service to him, whether they knew it or not. By virtue of their new baptism, they
renounce their allegiance to Satan and confess their faith in Christ, which brings them
into their new life and provokes the devil to engage in a spiritual battle with the servants
of Christ. In response to this, these late antique Christian mystagogues, including Narsai,
remind the candidates that they are equipped for this spiritual fight with the Evil One.
Their baptismal anointing serves as their defense and offense, both shielding them from
the attacks of demons and shaming them as the demons gaze upon their anointing and
flee in terror.6
Because of the difficulty of the Christian life, the newly baptized need a place
where they can be fed, healed, and receive forgiveness. This place is to be found nowhere
other than in the church, especially in its liturgical life, where the eucharist is offered
frequently for sustaining the Christian life. In the eucharist is the food for their souls. Just
as ordinary food is necessary for their physical life, so the mystagogues stress the
importance of the spiritual food of Christ’s body and blood, offered under the signs of
bread and wine, to provide nourishment for the Christian life. This same body and blood
of their Lord is also their source of healing and forgiveness, the medicine in which their
spiritual diseases are cured and forgiveness of iniquity is granted by the blood of their
Savior.
In summary, Narsai and the other Christian mystagogues have much in common
in their reflection on the significance of the sacraments of initiation. They all

6. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.341–50, 405–06; Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions, 52, 58, 169; Cyril,
“Mystagogic Catechesis,” 2.3 (174); Theodore, Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Lord’s
Prayer, 47.
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communicate that the sacraments bring the candidates into a new sphere of existence
within the church and that the sacraments equip them to face the challenges of the
Christian spiritual life as well as provide nourishment, healing, and forgiveness. These
things and more are communicated by these Christian mystagogues of Late Antiquity to
the newly baptized about their experience of the sacraments of initiation. That being said,
in Narsai’s congregations, the candidates would also come to understand their experience
of the sacraments in ways that reflect Narsai’s distinct approach to communicating what
God is doing in the sacraments. I will now consider Narsai’s distinctive reflections in this
regard.
For one, Narsai’s congregation would come to see their experience of Christian
initiation through the lens of the parables of their Lord. Narsai’s interpretation of the
parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32) places the baptismal candidates into this
story, which is a figure of the whole narrative of their participation in the mystery of
salvation. The candidates, Narsai says, are the younger son, who strayed from their
Creator, squandering all the great gifts given to them by their loving, heavenly Father.
But they, like the younger son, having nowhere else to turn in their spiritual deadness,
have returned home to their Creator. They embrace their heavenly Father in baptism, who
fits them with the finest garments as they arise from the baptismal font. They feast at the
Lord’s table, the fatted calf that is slaughtered for the joyous occasion of their return. The
story of the prodigal son, which for Narsai is the story of the drama of salvation, now
becomes their story.7

7. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.195–210; 38.227–50.
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Candidates not only understand the larger picture of their initiation in unique
ways, but they also perceive the sacraments and persons in ways unique to Narsai’s
mystagogical approach. Their baptismal anointing, which serves as their mark of
identifying with Christ, is presented in a concrete and, indeed, fleshly way as it is
paralleled to circumcision. They are cut with the sharp edges of the oil, like a knife,
giving the impression that their anointing is as much a visual mark of identity as it is an
inward, spiritual one.8
Their understanding of their initiation into new life is given different layers of
meaning beyond the shared notion of new birth and being clothed with Christ. One of
Narsai’s favorite ways to describe the new Christian life is with painting metaphors. The
candidates, who were painted in God’s image but because of sin have tarnished that
image, are promised that in Christ the image can be painted anew. For those who would
have been in Narsai’s congregations long enough, they might have come to understand
the whole of the narrative of Scripture, from creation and the fall to redemption, in the
context of painting metaphors. God, the artisan who painted his image on the primordial
human beings, restores humanity by employing his divine craft once more by painting the
image of life on the tablet of the waters of baptism into which they are plunged and
receive the image painted with spiritual pigments that cannot be spoiled.9
The newly baptized are reminded that their new life requires different means of
growth and that the eucharist is the means of that growth. To communicate this point
effectively, Narsai presents several vivid images. As newborn infants, the newly baptized

8. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.295–96.
9. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.7–11; 38.7–10.
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“suck on the divine mysteries like milk,”10 which provide them spiritual nourishment as
they grow into their salvation. They are reminded that, just as their earthly mother nursed
them as infants, so now their spiritual mother, the church, nurses them with the body and
blood of their Lord in the eucharist. They are reminded that they are but babies who are
dependent on the church for their survival. Narsai communicates the same reality by
portraying the newly baptized as fledglings who come to the nest of the church to be fed
by the priest, who swoops down at the time of the liturgy to present them with their
spiritual food.11
The church also provides healing and medicine for the spiritual wounds they
receive during their Christian life. Upon their initiation, they are told that their anointing
serves as the first of many rounds of medicine they will receive for curing the hidden,
spiritual diseases they carry within them. The church is their clinic, and the priest is their
doctor that cares for their sicknesses and bandages their wounds that they will receive in
the struggle of the Christian spiritual life.12 Furthermore, frequent reception of the
eucharist is stressed because it is the medicine of life that is suitable for their wounds of
“infirmity of body and laxness of soul.”13 It washes them clean from their sins, expels
death from their bodies, and gives them the strength to fight against the passions that
wage war with their bodies.14

10. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.219.
11. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.213–16, 219–24, 309–12.
12. Narsai, Mēmrā 39.325–34.
13. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.513–17.
14. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.273–78.

138

Just as Narsai drew his congregation into the narrative of Scripture with the
parable of the prodigal son, he brings them again into the narrative by correlating the
eucharist and the fruit of Eden. Narsai presents the universal human condition of sin and
death in terms of food. Adam and Eve brought sin and death into the world by eating the
fruit they were commanded not to eat, which symbolized the knowledge of good and evil
and divine likeness. God, in his infinite mercy, chooses to revive humanity by fruit, the
fruit of the eucharist, the Lord’s body and blood,15 which the baptized receive in
anticipation of the new Eden, where they will acquire “the resurrection of the body and
the redemption of the soul.”16 In summary, Narsai’s unique contributions to mystagogical
reflection were an attempt to draw the newly baptized into an understanding of their
experience of the sacraments as an initiation into the life of God, which is to participate
in the mystery of salvation.
The Significance of this Study
In conclusion, it is important to highlight the contributions this study has
attempted to make. This can be understood from two points of view. First, this thesis
contributes to the larger project of Narsai studies. I noted in chapter 1 that several factors,
such as a lack of accessible editions of Narsai’s writings and a particular bias against him,
left Narsai out of the purview of most Western scholarship on early Christianity. Even as
the study of early Syriac Christianity has increased over the years, the ever-present bias
for “orthodox” thinkers (usually from the perspective of a Chalcedonian Christianity) has
meant that figures such as Narsai have received little attention. However, more studies on

15. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.403–10.
16. Narsai, Mēmrā 38.522.
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Narsai as well as more editions of his works have been made accessible in recent years,
and these have resulted in further research on this figure. With respect to Mēmrē 39 and
38, Connolly’s translation at the turn of the twentieth century was an important step in
furthering scholarship on these mēmrē. Furthermore, as more recent studies of these
mēmrē, such as those of Childers and Witkamp,17 have called into question simplistic
readings of Narsai that reduce him to an imitator of Theodore, the narratives of Narsai’s
strict dependence on Theodore could be left behind in order to approach Narsai’s mēmrē
from the perspective of his distinctly Syriac theological heritage. I hope that this thesis
adds to this scholarly discussion in a modest way.
This thesis can also be understood from the perspective of what it contributes to
scholarship on early Christian initiation and mystagogy in Late Antiquity. Several
important works have contributed to this, especially as related to figures such as Cyril of
Jerusalem, John Chrysostom, Ambrose of Milan, Theodore of Mopsuestia, and Augustine
of Hippo.18 While such work is necessary and helpful in furthering our understanding of
Christian initiation and mystagogy in Late Antiquity, it has only been in recent years that
Narsai’s mēmrē have been considered to be witnesses to mystagogical catechesis
alongside these other, better-known Christian mystagogues.19 Furthermore, the

17. Childers, “Searching for Jesus”; Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation.
18. These works include, but are not limited to Finn, The Liturgy of Baptism; Harmless, Augustine
and the Catechumenate; Mazza, Mystagogy; Hugh M. Riley, Christian Initiation: A Comparative Study of
the Interpretation of the Baptismal Liturgy in the Mystagogical Writings of Cyril of Jerusalem, John
Chrysostom, Theodore of Mopsuestia, and Ambrose of Milan (Washington, DC: Catholic University of
America Press, 1974); Satterlee, Ambrose of Milan’s Method; Schwartz, Paideia and Cult; Witkamp,
Tradition and Innovation; and Yarnold, The Awe-Inspiring Rites of Initiation.
19. E.g., Thumpeparampil, “Narsai and His Liturgical Homilies,” 130–31; Varghese, West Syrian
Liturgical Theology, 20; Witkamp, Tradition and Innovation, 25.
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identification of these mēmrē as the first-known mystagogical catechesis composed in
Syriac20 further signifies their importance in the scholarly discussion of Christian
initiation and mystagogy in Late Antiquity. I hope that this thesis has been able to
contribute to the larger body of literature on this topic of Christian initiation and
mystagogy.
Further Avenues for Research
Several ideas for further research on these mēmrē arise from this thesis. One
option is to engage in a more systematic study of Narsai’s sacramental theology in his
corpus more generally. For example, while these mēmrē specifically focus on the
sacraments, one could bring other mēmrē into the conversation, such as “A Homily on the
Epiphany of Our Lord”21 (which deals with baptismal themes) and An Exposition of the
Mysteries22 to systematize his thought among these and other mēmrē that deal with the
sacraments in some respect. As Narsai studies continue to expand, the need for a more
systematized study of his thought is warranted. I hope this thesis contributes to the study
of Narsai’s sacramental theology.
Another avenue of inquiry that would fit more into the realms of practical
theology, homiletics, or Christian education and spiritual formation would involve
unpacking the implications of Narsai’s method of mystagogy for contemporary

20. Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 69.
21. Narsai, “A Homily on the Epiphany of Our Lord.”
22. Connolly, The Liturgical Homilies of Narsai, 1–32. It has been called into question whether
Narsai is the genuine author of this mēmrā. Connolly addresses this issue and asserts that Narsai is the
author. Connolly, The Liturgical Homilies of Narsai, xii–xli. However, a more recent, opposing view
suggests that this mēmrā is probably inauthentic. Aaron M. Butts, Sebastian P. Brock, and Kristian S. Heal,
Clavis to the Metrical Homilies of Narsai (Louvain: Peeters, 2021), 35.

141

mystagogical preaching. For example, Satterlee’s Ambrose of Milan’s Method of
Mystagogical Preaching identifies that, with the growing “catechumenal” movement in
the Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Anglican, and other church traditions, the importance of
mystagogical preaching has been renewed. Despite this renewed interest in mystagogy,
Satterlee comments that the R.C.I.A. (the Roman Catholic Church’s initiative for
renewing their catechumenate) gives few specifics on what is to be taught in the stage of
mystagogy and how it is to be done.23 In response, his study provides a contemporary
method of mystagogical preaching by using Ambrose’s mystagogical sermons as a model
for the method of mystagogical preaching that “leads preachers from their initial
reflections on the rites of initiation through crafting their message to delivering the
mystagogical homily.”24 He does this by using contemporary methods of preaching in
order to create a template for his study to uncover Ambrose’s method of mystagogical
preaching.25 He further unpacks Ambrose as a preacher, his audience, the rites of
initiation, his use of Scripture, the form of his sermons, and his form of delivering the
sermon compared to his other sermons all in order to construct a method for
contemporary mystagogy.26 One could pursue a similar study of Narsai’s mēmrē to shed
light on how Narsai’s particular style of mystagogy adds to the continuing conversation
of contemporary mystagogical method and practice.

23. Satterlee, Ambrose of Milan’s Method, 5–6.
24. Satterlee, Ambrose of Milan’s Method, 10.
25. Satterlee, Ambrose of Milan’s Method, 15–16.
26. This is a summary of Satterlee’s outline of the book. Satterlee, Ambrose of Milan’s Method,
17–18.
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Another line of inquiry related to Christian initiation and liturgy could be to
assess Narsai’s influence on later reflections on the liturgy in the East Syriac tradition.
For example, Simon Jones identifies a few commonalities in imagery between Narsai and
the current East Syrian Ordo.27 Given that Jones’s study is limited to the understanding of
the Spirit in baptism, one could investigate his potential influence on the theology
expressed in the eucharistic liturgy and other dimensions of the rites of Christian
initiation.28
Other questions arise from this study that do not necessarily relate to mystagogy
or Christian initiation but have to do with using these mēmrē to expand our understanding
of Narsai’s theology, ecclesiology, and context. For example, it has been recognized by
scholars of Narsai’s mēmrē on the sacraments that the priesthood plays a significant role
in his reflection, one that is unparalleled in the other mystagogical works we have.29
Despite this recognition, no substantial amount of work has been done in this regard; thus
I encourage this avenue to be explored.30 One could explore Narsai’s thought on the

27. Jones, “Womb of the Spirit,” 204–05.
28. For example, one could attempt to assess if Narsai influenced later Church of the East
commentators on the liturgy, such as Gabriel Qaṭraya, Homilies and Interpretations on the Holy Qurbana,
trans. Georg Vavanikunnel (Changanacherry, Kerala, India: Sandesanilayam, 1977); Yoḥannan bar Zoʿbi,
John bar Zo’bi. Explanation of the Divine Mysteries, trans. Thomas Mannooramparampil (Kottayam,
Kerala, India: Oriental Institute of Religious Studies, 1992); Timothy II, The Mystery of Baptism, trans.
Paul Blaize Kadicheeni (Bangalore: Dharmaram Publications, 1980). Another option is to explore Narsai’s
potential influence on the East Syriac ḥudra and the initiation rites contained therein. Thoma Daro, Ktaba
da-qdam wad-batar wad-ḥudra wad-kaškol wad-gaza w-qala d-ʹudrane ʹam ktaba d-mazmore, 3 vols.
(Trichur: Mar Narsai Press, 1962).
29. Chalassery, The Holy Spirit and Christian Initiation, 84–85; Childers, “In Search of Jesus,”
78.
30. Childers says that Narsai’s “emphasis on the priest invites further exploration and may indeed
shed light on the situation of these mēmrē, but there is no evidence to suggest that Narsai’s exposition of
the clergy’s role in baptism is responding to Zoroastrianism.” Childers, “In Search of Jesus,” 80.
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priesthood in fuller detail in an attempt to understand what is motivating his particular
reflections. Specifically, one could flesh out his discussion of the priest in other mēmrē,
such as in his An Exposition of the Mysteries31 and On the Church and on the
Priesthood,32 and synthesize the findings with Mēmrē 39 and 38. One article-length study
by Sebastian Valiyaparambil has shown how Narsai generally portrays the priesthood as
a pivotal figure in the sacramental life of the church,33 but one could expand this work
with reference to Narsai’s social and cultural context as well as with reference to the
understanding of the Christian priesthood in early Christianity more generally, in order to
aid in our understanding of what motivates Narsai to elevate the priesthood in these
mēmrē.
A related line of inquiry could focus on the issue of Narsai’s understanding of
divine mediation in the liturgy. In chapter 4, I suggested that Narsai is more concerned
with communicating the paradox of divine mediation than with the priest as such. If this
is the case, then a study on Narsai’s understanding on the nature of the mediation of
God’s divine activity through physical things, such as the sacraments and the priesthood,
could prove to be a fruitful study. One such example is Becker’s study on Mēmrē 39 and
38 with a particular focus on the mediation of the divine name in the baptismal liturgy.34
In his conclusion, Becker highlights additional lines of inquiry, such as the increasing
influence of Platonism in Narsai’s culture or the influence of Evagrius of Pontus on

31. Connolly, The Liturgical Homilies of Narsai, 1–32. See p. 142n22 above on the question of
authorship.
32. Connolly, The Liturgical Homilies of Narsai, 62–74.
33. Valiyaparambil, “Priest: The Mediator Between God and Man.”
34. Becker, “Names in Fervent Water,” 25–26.
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Syriac Christianity, that might help explain the significance of Narsai’s understanding of
the divine name.35 One could build on Becker’s proposals and conduct further study in
order to better understand Narsai’s understanding of God’s divine mediation in the
baptismal liturgy.
Conclusion
Narsai’s Mēmrē 39 and 38 are a significant witness to Christian mystagogy in
Late Antiquity. In particular, I have attempted to draw out his distinct contribution as a
Syriac author insofar as he represents and even expands upon the Syriac theological
tradition of symbolic reflection that we find in Ephrem the Syrian and Jacob of Serugh.
The fact that he brings this distinct theological approach to the task of mystagogy further
highlights the importance of this study. My hope is that I have not only done justice to
this seminal figure in the Syriac Christian tradition but that I have also contributed,
however small it may be, to the larger scholarly discussion on mystagogy and Christian
initiation in Late Antiquity and to the ever-increasing field of studies on Narsai.

35. Becker, “Names in Fervent Water,” 39.
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